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Executive Summary

Community violence can have traumatic effects on young people, 
presenting daunting challenges for families and school educators 
working to support students’ growth, development, and achievement in 
school. It is critical to understand its effects on students and consider 
what schools can do to mitigate those effects, while working to reduce 
the prevalence of homicide and gun violence in the broader society. 

This mixed methods study asked: 

1. What is the extent, distribution, and impact of 

living in close geographical proximity to violence*

on CPS students’ performance in schools? 

• How do proximity to violence and its impacts on 

young people vary geographically and for particu-

lar groups of students, specifically students of 

color and those living in communities with high 

levels of poverty?

2. To what extent is there evidence whether schools

can insulate or protect students from the negative

effects on academic and behavioral outcomes of 

living in close proximity to violence, so as to support

students’ health and wellness?

3. What elements of school climate and organization 

are characteristic of schools that appear to protect 

students against the negative impacts of proximity 

to violence on academic and behavioral outcomes?

4. How do adults working in schools that mitigate the 

impact of living in close proximity to violence under-

stand and describe their work?

*This study specifically looked at the effects of homi- 

cide because reports of homicide are least affected by 

reporting bias, and homicide rates are highly correlated 

with other forms of community violence.

Key Findings
• The experience of living in close geographical prox-

imity to homicide varied considerably for students

across Chicago. 

• Between 2011 and 2019, on average, one in five 

CPS students lived within 0.2 miles—roughly 

two city blocks—of the location of a homicide in

any given year. Six percent of students had this 

experience multiple times in a single year. 

• Students living in Chicago’s lowest income 

neighborhoods were the most likely to live in

proximity to homicide.

• Black students were more likely to live in proxim-

ity to homicide than their peers—but at the same 

time, many schools that served predominantly 

Black students had relatively low levels of student

proximity to homicide.

• Living in close geographical proximity to homicide

negatively affected students’ academic performance. 

Students who lived in close proximity to homicide 

had, on average, lower attendance rates, lower 

standardized test scores, reduced GPA, and a greater 

likelihood of having a reported behavioral infraction, 

suspension, or expulsion following a homicide in 

their neighborhood, compared to before the homicide 

occurred.
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• While the average effects of living in close proximity  

to homicide appeared relatively small overall, 

they likely combine cases where a) students are 

unaffected with b) students most directly connected  

to such events grapple with much larger challenges.

• Some schools mitigated typical negative effects

of living in proximity to homicide on academic

performance. When comparing schools serving 

similar students with similar experiences outside 

of schools, most student outcomes declined after 

homicide near their home—but not all schools saw 

average declines in student outcomes. 

• Schools that mitigate the negative effects of living

in close geographic proximity to homicide on stu-

dents’ academic outcomes were characterized by

strong, positive school climates across a range 

of measures, including engaging instruction and 

trusting, connected relationships among students 

and between students and adults. 

• Systems, structures, and routines that coordinate

the support adults provide, center students, and

emphasize connection and relationship between

adults and young people were vital tools for

the educators, administrators, and school staff

interviewed.

• Teams in schools that mitigated the negative 

effects of homicide faced substantial challenges—

the scale of needs appeared to outpace the capacity 

to respond; the challenges of balancing providing 

direct services to students with coordinating 

care, particularly the burdens of data analysis 

and paperwork were often overwhelming; and 

the complexity of coordinating efforts to leverage 

external community resources and partnerships 

was considerable. 

Considerations
This report offers evidence that schools can, and do, 

mitigate the negative impacts of adversity that young 

people experience. At the same time, this is complex, 

resource-intensive, and emotionally-taxing work,  

requiring time, resources and intentional strategies.

Elected, civic, and community leaders can consider: 

• Greater public investment in addressing the epidemic

of gun violence and the broader, longstanding

historical disinvestment in communities of color

throughout the city is needed for more educational

equity. The degree to which students, families, and 

communities of color live in proximity to homicide is 

neither incidental nor random. Patterns of violence 

in Chicago, as elsewhere, are closely related to long-

standing, intentionally racialized policies of social 

and economic isolation and neglect that concentrate 

poverty and hardship in communities of color over 

decades. This report documents the disproportion-

ate negative impact that proximity to homicide has 

on the academic outcomes of students of color. It also

provides evidence that educators and schools can 

play critical roles in mitigating some of those effects. 

These efforts alone will not be enough, and educators 

cannot be solely responsible for addressing, or more 

importantly preventing, violence across the city.

• Intentional, coordinated, and sustained efforts of

dedicated adults in schools can address harm to

students and promote their resilience. As long as 

there are high rates of violence in the communities 

that schools serve, the impact will be felt by students 

and families, and will require school staff to develop 

strategies to support students in intentional ways. 

Schools in communities with more violent events 

will require more intentional efforts and supports. 

Schools can play a crucial role in the lives of students 

who experience adversity in their lives outside school. 

Well-organized systems and structures, such as 

behavioral health teams (BHTs) and effective use of 

tiered, evidence-based intervention strategies can 

help ensure that information, resources, and support 

are shared in timely and responsive fashion. These 

structures help adults manage the complexity of pro-

viding the considerable support required to meet the 

needs of young people and their families. In the rela-

tively small number of schools that face the greatest 

volume and most acute student needs, these systems 

and structures can also help to coordinate the consid-

erably greater resources and support required.
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• Deep, sustained effort in building and sustaining

strong, collaborative, and trusting relationships

among adults in schools can help make schools

more responsive and more effective at mitigating

the negative impact of violence. School leaders 

play a critically important role in helping create and 

sustain school communities that are responsive to 

students’ needs. The work of building responsive 

school climate, however, is also broadly shared and 

reflects the importance of prioritizing resources 

and supports for creating school and classroom 

environments that are organized to be student-

centered.  Interviews with staff in schools that were 

more successful in mitigating the impact of homicide

on students’ academic performance highlighted the 

importance of communication, coordination, and 

trust across members of the school community in 

their efforts to support students. 

• Strong, supportive, and trusting relationships

between educators and students are a crucial

resource for protecting students from harm and

promoting resilient school communities. The quality 

of the school climate and culture matter, broadly; 

however, the particular quality of relationships, 

particularly between educators and students, is a 

critically important barometer for the success of 

efforts to mitigate the negative impacts of living in 

close proximity to homicide. Efforts to make school 

systems and structures—particularly how a school 

responds to student misconduct—broadly restorative  

are an important part of the broader strategy of 

focusing on relationship and connectedness. 

Responsive, resilient school communities do not emerge 

from a single initiative, require substantial resources, 

and demand sustained and hard work in the face of  

immensely difficult circumstances. It is not the presence  

(nor the absence) of one or another initiative or approach  

to supporting students that makes a school responsive 

or resilient. Instead, as the findings from this report 

underscore, it is the interlocking of multiple different 

efforts intended to center and respond to the experi-

ences, perspectives, and needs of students that create  

a holistic, shared approach to making schools more  

responsive to their needs. Partnerships between schools 

and community-based organizations can help to extend 

the reach and impact of schools’ efforts as well. The  

development of responsive, resilient school communities 

is shared work and cannot be accomplished in isolation.
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Introduction

Research, policy, and practice have increasingly con-

verged in viewing public schools as critically important 

spaces that can and should foster not only academic 

achievement, but also the social-emotional growth, 

development, and wellbeing of young people. This per-

spective reflects a growing recognition of young people’s 

wellness as both intrinsically valuable and instrumental 

to their academic success. At the same time, educators,  

policymakers, and researchers are broadening the 

purpose and role of schools beyond merely “identifying 

exceptional natural talent,” to intentionally nurturing 

the intellectual ability of all students while recognizing 

their humanity and fostering their agency.1   If educators 

aspire to foster students' holistic development—including  

their academic achievement, mental health, and well-

ness—they need to address the impact of violence in 

young people's lives.

Students, families, and communities across Chicago 

are affected by gun violence, but the levels and experi-

ences differ greatly by location and by the racial composi-

tion of communities. In Chicago, recent rates of violence 

rose sharply during the COVID-19 pandemic, and then 

declined to pre-pandemic levels in 2022. Still, there 

were more than 4,000 gun-related injuries reported to 

the Chicago Police Department in 2020 and in 2021, and 

homicides in the city rose in tandem.2   While overall 

rates of violence have fallen from peaks in the late 1990s3  

in predominantly White and Latinx communities, rates 

of violence in Chicago’s predominantly Black communi-

ties have exceeded 1990s levels in recent years.4  Of the 

725 homicides reported in Chicago in 2022, 541 victims 

were Black, more than 18 times as many as were White. 

Proximity to violence and homicide remain profoundly 

racialized in Chicago.5 

Without intentional efforts and sufficient resources, 

community violence will exacerbate educational  

inequality. The more that students and families are 

struggling with trauma and concerns about safety, the 

more it is expected of school staff to provide a nurtur-

ing environment that also fills students’ academic 

needs. School personnel need evidence about which 

supports are effective, and the resources needed for 

those supports, so they can meet this expanded role.

Holistic health & wellness 
The connection between students’ holistic health and 

community violence is much-discussed in schools, albeit 

in different ways and with different resources, depending 

on how schools and communities are situated. Previous 

research has described schools both as sites where vio-

lence may occur and/or be prevented, as well as spaces 

that can support the healing, growth, and agency of 

young people and adults.6  Chicago Public Schools (CPS) 

students have repeatedly advocated for expanded school-

based mental health services and supports.7  Student 

activists have also repeatedly called for broader policy 

changes, such as placing stricter restrictions on schools’ 

use of punitive, exclusionary discipline and increasing 

transparency in school governance, to make schools more 

welcoming and inclusive places.8  And district officials and 

educators have lately focused not only on teaching and 

learning, but have increasingly come to view students’ 

academic performance as interconnected with their socio- 

emotional development, mental health, and wellness.9     
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Research questions
This mixed-methods study explores four intercon-

nected research questions, specifically examining the 

particular role schools may play in the lives of students 

living in proximity to violence in Chicago:

1. What is the extent, distribution, and impact of living

in close geographical proximity to violence on CPS 

students’ performance in schools? 

• How does proximity to violence and its impacts on

young people vary geographically and for particu-

lar groups of students, specifically students of 

color and those living in communities with high 

levels of poverty?

2. To what extent is there evidence that CPS schools 

can insulate or protect students from the negative 

consequences on academic and behavioral outcomes

of living in close proximity to violence, so as to 

support students’ health and wellness? 

3. What elements of school climate and organization 

are characteristic of schools that appear to protect 

students against the negative impacts of proximity

to violence on academic and behavioral outcomes?

4. How do adults working in schools that insulate 

students from the impact of living in close proximity

to violence understand and describe their work?

Previous research on effects of 
proximity to violence
Many prior research studies document the negative con-

sequences of exposure to violence on students’ social-

emotional development, behaviors (including academic 

behaviors within school and students’ likelihood of 

being excluded from classrooms or schools for disciplin-

ary reasons), and performance in school. Research on 

toxic stress in children highlights the long-run effects 

of unaddressed adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) 

on a range of both mental and physical health outcomes, 

including aspects of the neuroendocrine and immune 

systems of developing children.10 In school-focused stud-

ies specifically looking at the effects of violence on young 

people, previous research links exposure to violence near 

home with negative changes in attention and impulse 

control, as well as diminished learning and academic 

performance, particularly on standardized achievement 

tests. Prior studies also link exposure to violence with 

negative impacts on students’ engagement, school-related 

behaviors—including attendance—and likelihood of being  

suspended or expelled.11  Negative impacts of violence 

on students’ academic behaviors and performance also 

appear to vary by the age of the students, suggesting 

that there may be key developmental differences in how 

young people are affected by violence at different points 

in their educational careers.12 

While existing research suggests that children and 

adolescents’ adverse experiences—including exposure  

to violence and homicide in the communities where 

they live—have effects on their development, additional 

research shows that those experiences are not determi-

native. The long-run impacts of ACEs are determined, 

at least in part, by young people’s access to resources 

and supports for making sense of and responding to 

these experiences.13  Specifically, many studies have 

focused on the role of strong social connections to family 

members and peers, with particular focus on family 

environments and prosocial parenting styles.14  One 

well-cited study, based on information gathered from 

1,500 children and adolescent boys and their parents 

and teachers in Pittsburg public schools, examined the 

relationship between parent involvement and young 

people’s behaviors, such as imbibing alcohol, smoking 

marijuana, unknown whereabouts, and cruel behavior 

toward others. The authors found that when parents 

10	 Bucci, Marques, Oh, & Harris (2016); Franke (2014); Shonkoff et 
al. (2012).

11	 Bellis (2001); Bowen & Bowen (1999); Delancy-Black et al. (2002);  
Duplechain, Reigner, & Packard (2008); Gorman-Smith, Henry, 
& Tolan (2004); Henrich, Schwab-Stone, Fanti, Jones, & Ruchkin 
(2004); Matthews, Dempsey, & Overstreet (2009); Moradi, Doost, 
Taghavi, Yule, & Dalgleish (1999); Overstreet & Braun (1999); Shar-
key (2010); Sharkey (2018); Sharkey, Tirado-Strayer, Papachristos, 
& Raver (2012); Sharkey, Schwartz, Ellen, & Lacoe (2014).

12	 Finkelhor, Turner, Shattuck, Hamby, & Kracke (2015).
13	 Huang (2014).
14	 Gorman–Smith & Tolan (1998); Hardaway, Sterrett-Hong, 

Larkby, & Cornelius (2016); Lösel & Farrington (2012);  
McCabe, Clark, & Barnett (1999); Osborn (1990); Ozer, Lavi, 
Douglas, & Wolf (2017); Ozer & Weinstein (2004); Wyman, 
Cowen, Work, & Parker (1991).
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had knowledge of their child’s whereabouts and activities, 

and when children perceived their relationships with 

parents as positive, children and adolescents were less 

likely to engage in these behaviors.15  

Prior research has also pointed to the importance of 

peer groups and community involvement as protective 

factors, suggesting that developing positive social con-

nections outside the family can support young people’s 

social-emotional development and wellbeing.16  For 

example, a young person’s perceived connection to their 

community was associated with protective-stabilizing 

effects on trauma symptomology, including internalizing  

(e.g., depressive, withdrawn) and externalizing (e.g., 

disruptive, aggressive) behaviors in youth.17  Similarly, 

when young people were more likely to affirm a statement  

like “I feel loyal to the people in my neighborhood,” they 

were less likely to be exposed to violence or engage in 

risky behaviors.18  

Overall, research evidence on the protective role of 

peers and family suggests that strong social cohesion and 

relationships between youth and adults in schools may 

also play a key role to mitigate the impact of violence in 

students’ lives. Yet there is little research evidence  

on the role that schools may play in mitigating the 

impact of violence exposure in young people’s lives. 

There is evidence that broadly links school climate 

to student wellbeing, including studies that find that 

find associations between students’ perception of school 

climate and positive self-reported wellbeing. One such 

study found that when students experienced social sup-

port in school, they were buffered against the negative psy-

chosocial outcomes—defined as emotional or behavioral 

problems—of youth who had been exposed to violence.19  

Similarly, a handful of studies found associations be-

tween students’ sense of belonging and measures of their 

mental health and wellbeing, and between students’ feel-

ings of safety and overall positive academic outcomes.20  

And while strong evidence indicates that school-based 

clinical or programmatic interventions can address the 

negative impacts of violence and other forms ACEs,21  

substantially less is known about the organizational  

settings those interventions are situated within, and  

effective school-wide approaches to effective support.

Finally, while Black and Latinx communities have 

advocated for cultural and structural responsiveness  

and for strengths-based approaches to support students’  

mental health and wellbeing in schools, the academic 

literature on school-based services to address students’ 

mental health and wellness has largely not considered 

these practices in depth.22  A recent review of the  

literature on trauma-informed care in schools found 

that the majority of research studies did not consider 

school context, cultural responsiveness, structural  

racism, or strengths-based practices.23 

This study
This mixed-methods research study examines the role 

that schools may play in the lives of students living 

in proximity to violence in Chicago. As shared on p.9 in 

Chapter 1, we measure “violence” as proximity to homicide 

(within 0.2 miles). Proximity to homicide is an imperfect 

measure but is associated with other metrics of community 

violence. It also has the advantage of being less likely than 

other metrics of community violence to be biased by racial-

ized patterns in policing and data reporting. 

In the remainder of this report: 

• Chapter 1 describes the data and research methods

used to address and answer the four research 

questions shared on p.5. 

• Chapter 2 shows that schools across the city face 

very different challenges in terms of the share of 

the students they serve who live in close geographic

proximity to homicide. 

15	 Stouthamer-Loeber, Loeber, Farrington, Zhang, van Kammen, & 
Maguin (1993).

16	 Li, Nussbaum, & Richards (2007).
17	 Li et al. (2007).
18	 Cooper (2017); Lösel & Farrington (2012).
19	 Ludwig & Warren (2009).
20	O’Donnell, Schwab-Stone, & Muyeed (2002); Ozer & Weinstein 

(2004); Pierre, Burnside, & Gaylord-Harden (2020); Starkey, 
Aber, & Crossman (2019).

21	 Park-Higgerson, Perumean-Chaney, Bartolucci, Grimley, & Singh 
(2008).

22	Thomas et al. (2019).
23	Thomas et al. (2019).
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• Chapter 3 confirms previous research that finds 

that, on average, living in close geographic proxim-

ity to homicide is associated with lower academic 

outcomes following an incident. 

• Chapter 4 shows that there are some schools in 

which not all outcomes decline in the wake of a 

homicide occurring close to where students live.

• Chapter 5 shares the reflections of administrators, 

educators, and school staff in schools where multiple

indicators do not decline, in order to highlight prac-

tices they feel believe make a difference for students. 

• Finally, the report concludes with an interpretive 

summary that discusses the implications of these 

findings in the context of broader efforts to think 

about and support the mental health and wellness, 

 as well as academic performance of students, par-

ticularly those living in close proximity to homicide.

The findings from this report suggest that while 

proximity to homicide has significant negative effects 

on students’ outcomes, schools matter. The evidence 

presented herein strongly supports the notion that the 

choices and efforts of administrators, educators, and 

school staff working in concert with one another can 

create protective spaces for students that can mitigate 

the impacts of adverse experiences outside of school.
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CHAPTER 1 

Research Design and Rationale 
This chapter describes the data, research methods, and analytical 
approaches used in this report in detail, including a number of key 
definitions and approaches to measurement that guide the analyses 
presented in subsequent chapters.

Data sources
This report draws on nearly a decade of administra-

tive data about all students enrolled in CPS during 

the 2010–11 through 2018–19 school years, combined 

with publicly available data on crimes reported to 

the Chicago Police Department and the Cook County 

Medical Examiner’s Office during the same time 

period. This includes information on 661 schools and 

nearly 700,000 individual students, over the course of 

nine school years. In each school year, there were about 

300,000 students enrolled in public schools in Chicago 

(including charter schools), resulting in about 2.79 mil-

lion student-school year observations.

The data for CPS students included home addresses 

at three times during the school year, as well as a variety  

of standard demographic and educational character-

istics (e.g., free or reduced-price lunch eligibility, race, 

zoned school attendance, history of grade retention, 

special education eligibility, etc.). We constructed 

measures of neighborhood concentrated poverty and 

neighborhood social status by combining home address 

with data from the U.S. Census Bureau’s American 

Communities survey.24  In addition, in each school year 

we included information on individual student educa-

tional outcomes: math and English standardized test 

scores,25  and grade point average (GPA) for all courses 

on a four-point scale. For K-8 schools, test score data 

were only available for grades 3-8. High school tested 

grades varied from year to year; we used all available 

data, which included scores for most ninth-graders 

most years, eleventh-graders since 2014, tenth-graders 

in some years, and rarely twelfth-graders. We also in-

cluded several behavioral outcomes: percent of enrolled 

days the student attended school, whether the student 

had a recorded behavioral infraction during the school 

year, and whether the student was suspended during  

24	Neighborhood concentrated poverty was constructed for each 
census block group by combining the percent of families with 
incomes above the poverty line and the percent of adult males 
who were employed. It was standardized with a high positive 
value, representing a high concentration of poverty. Neighbor-
hood social status was constructed for each census block 
group by combining the mean educational level of adults and 
the percent of employed individuals working as managers or 
professionals.

25	Standardized test scores are the end-of-year exams given 
statewide each year. For grades 3-8, this was the ISAT exam 
through the 2013–14 school year, and the PARCC for the 
remainder of the study period. At the high school level, the 

specific tests (PARCC, EXPLORE, PLAN, PSAT, SAT) and grade  
levels tested varied from year to year; we included all test-
grade level combinations where the test was administered  
to most or all students in a grade level in that year. In a few 
cases, tests administered in the fall were used if there was  
not a test administered to that cohort of students in the  
preceding spring. High school tests included were EXPLORE 
(9th) & PLAN (10th) in 2011–12 through 2013–14, PSAE/ACT  
(11th) in 2010–11 through 2015–16, and PSAT (9th/10th) & SAT 
(11th) in 2016–17 onward. All test scores were normed by year 
and grade level, such that the grade by year indicators in the 
models account for systematic differences between tests and 
testing years.
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the year.26  For each school in each year—including 

charter schools,27  selective enrollment schools, and 

alternative schools—we also calculated school-year 

averages of each of the demographic and outcomes  

variables described here.

Students were not included in  the sample in a given 

year if they did not have a reported address, had an 

address that could not be matched to a building in 

Chicago, or were enrolled for fewer than 30 days.28  

Students were removed from the sample for every 

year after they either moved from their first observed 

address or switched schools outside of a typical grade 

transition year.29  The school-level analysis (described 

on p.12) excluded schools with fewer than 100 students 

in a given year, as well as schools with either fewer  

than 30 students who lived in proximity to homicide 

that year or fewer than 30 students who did not live in 

proximity to homicide that year.30 

Data on homicide near students’ homes were drawn 

from data provided by the Chicago Police Department 

that included the date and approximate location of each 

crime reported to police on a daily basis for the entire 

study period.31  The locations in these data were accurate 

to the city block, but did not include the precise address. 

These data were supplemented by information from the 

Cook County Medical Examiner, which provided the 

precise address for homicides beginning in 2014.32  

Measuring proximity to homicide
Characterizing what constitutes interpersonal violence 

is complicated. There is a wide variety of events that 

may be considered violent, and severity and context 

matter. Measuring proximity to violence is similarly 

complex: available administrative data is often missing  

relevant details and many violent events are never  

reported to police or any other social institution.33  

While much existing research on the social impacts of 

violence uses surveys to directly ask people what they 

have experienced, that approach was neither practical  

nor ethical with children for the large-scale scope of 

this study—and is known to incorporate significant 

error arising from imperfect recollection. Importantly 

in the case of young people, surveys also inadequately 

account for instances when children were unaware of 

events that produced significant changes in the behav-

ior of adults around them, which in turn affected the 

children themselves. 

Recognizing the complexity of conceptualizing and  

measuring violence and the limitations of available 

data, this report makes a number of intentional meth-

odological choices in order to address the research 

questions. Proximity to violence was measured by 

combining information on students’ home addresses 

with publicly available data on the dates and locations 

of crime throughout Chicago,34  providing the number 

26	These were structured as yes/no indicator variables. Suspen-
sion includes both in-school and out-of-school suspension.

27	Analysis included all available data for charter schools and their 
students, including addresses, attendance, and discipline data 
for all school years. Charter school students represented 14.8% 
of the student-year observations in our overall sample of 2.79 
million student-years. These were are slightly more likely to be 
missing test scores in the early years of our study period; they 
represented 13.4% of students in those analyses. Analysis of 
student GPA never includes charter school students; our data 
archive currently does not include records of charter school 
students’ course performance because of difficulty centralizing 
and linking these records district-wide.  

28	It is not possible to determine proximity to homicide for students  
without a valid address. Outcomes for students enrolled less than  
30 days are unlikely to reflect their time in CPS. Students who 
moved were dropped because including them in the sample 
was inconsistent with the assumptions of the model we used to 
estimate impacts. Schools with small enrollments were dropped 
because statistical estimates for small samples are imprecise  
and incorporate more statistical noise than useful information.

29	The impact analysis described on p.10-12 can be interpreted as 
a causal estimate of the impact of proximity to homicide under 
a certain set of assumptions. We removed students who moved 
because their inclusion likely violated these assumptions. 

30	The “evidence of schools that were more successful at mitigating  
the negative effects of proximity to homicide” analysis described  
on p.12-13 involved creating estimates for both students who 
lived in proximity to homicide and who did not lived in proximi-
ty to homicide, separately for each school. We excluded schools 
with smaller enrollments (overall and for each group) in order to 
reduce statistical noise in analyses based on these estimates. 

31	 City of Chicago Data Portal. (2020).
32	City of Chicago Data Portal. (2020).
33	Pepper, Petrie, & Sullivan (2010).
34	City of Chicago Data Portal (2020).
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of reported crimes of various types occurring within a 

given distance of home for each student in CPS during 

the course of a school year.35   

The research team examined the prevalence of  

student proximity to various forms of violence, but 

ultimately chose to focus only on CPS students’  

proximity to homicide for two reasons. First, prior 

studies suggest that virtually all forms of interpersonal 

violence other than homicide are vastly underreported 

in official crime statistics36 —and that virtually all 

forms of inter-personal violence recorded in official 

crime statistics are highly correlated with one another. 

Second, differential patterns of policing across com-

munities in Chicago—and particularly in communities 

of color—produce skewed data that could overstate the 

impact of proximity to violence in communities of color 

and ultimately could contribute to racialized stereo-

types about the lived experiences of students of color.37    

The choice to focus on student proximity to homicide 

necessarily limits the implications of this report. While 

it is plausible—even likely—that many of the findings 

might be similar across other forms of violence, we are 

unable to provide direct evidence about how proximity 

to other forms of violence influences students or the 

extent to which schools may mitigate the effects when 

students experience them.

Assessing the impact of proximity 
to homicide
At several points, this report focuses on understanding 

the specific impact of living within 0.2 miles of a homicide  

on children’s educational outcomes.38  This focus 

served a specific methodological purpose—it allowed 

us to create school-specific estimates that have a causal 

interpretation under reasonable assumptions. This  

section explains the underlying logic of that choice.

In order to estimate the impact of living in proximity 

to homicide, we needed an approach that distinguished 

between that proximity and the impacts of many other 

factors that tend to be associated with neighborhood 

homicide. For example, there is a strong association 

between the extent of neighborhood poverty and preva-

lence of homicide. Similarly, students’ risk of proximity 

to homicide is associated with both their race/ethnicity 

and their family socioeconomic status. While we can 

perform statistical adjustment for factors we observe, 

there are many unobserved factors that might simul-

taneously influence proximity to homicide and educa-

tional outcomes.

We addressed this problem by comparing students to 

themselves in the previous year while also adjusting for 

observed factors that might change over time. Models 

of this form are often called “value-added” models and 

are widely used in educational settings to account for 

individual-level factors that are stable between years, 

examining only change in the outcome over time. The 

inclusion of prior-year outcomes measures is generally 

understood to adjust for a wide variety of differences 

between students that are stable over time, but unob-

served within available data.39  

Value-added models only produce causal estimates 

under certain circumstances. In this case, we needed 

to assume that beyond proximity to homicide, there 

was nothing else systematically different for students 

in years of such events, compared with years when a 

homicide did not occur near their home. Put differently, 

we needed to be able to assume that the timing of the 

homicide (i.e., that it occurred for a specific student in 

one year rather than the next) was unrelated to other 

factors that might influence educational outcomes. For 

35	Events were assigned to each school year beginning on the 
first day of summer break and extending through the last day 
of the school year. Distances were measured in “city block 
distance,” rather than crows-fly distance, by adding the North-
South distance to the East-West distance between two points. 
Because city blocks in Chicago are organized in blocks aligned 
to the cardinal directions, this distance is a good approximation 
of the walking distance between most addresses.

36	Loftin, McDowall, Curtis, & Fetzer (2015).
37	Furthermore, data from over- and under-policed communities 

contribute to the social construction of communities of color 
as violent and socially disorganized and to racial stereotypes of 
people of color as violent and/or threatening; we do not want 

to perpetuate these stereotypes. Additionally, the methods 
used to estimate the impacts of proximity to violence are best 
suited to understanding relatively infrequent but consequential 
events like homicide. In interpreting this report, readers should 
recognize homicide is just one form of violence young people 
encounter.

38	We used a distance of 0.2 miles because it likely reflected the 
proximity at which impacts were likely most acute while over-
coming uncertainty in the homicide location data prior to 2014. 
In most parts of the city, this distance represents about two 
city blocks.

39	Koedel, Mihaly, & Rockoff (2015); Raudenbush (2004).
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Yit = α0 +  Σ αgc  •  proximityit  •  grade_catit  +  Xit B

+ Zi,t-1   Γ + fit + ηit + Σ αj Ij   •  Σ Gj,gc  + εit

example, this assumption would be violated if a student 

moved, as moving changes students’ risk of proximity 

to homicide, but also often reflects important shifts 

in other aspects of students’ lives that may also affect 

their academic behaviors and outcomes. Accordingly, 

our analytic sample did not include students who 

switched addresses or schools (outside of normal school 

transitions like the switch that most students make 

between eighth and ninth grade). This accounts for  

scenarios like families who moved to avoid homicide,  

or families who moved to neighborhoods with more  

homicide, or families who moved because of a disrup-

tive event like a parental job loss. 

Year-to-year shifts in families’ economic stability 

might also simultaneously influence students’ risk of 

living in proximity to homicide and separately affect 

students’ educational outcomes; the model below  

accounts for this concern, with the inclusion of indica-

tor variables for each school-by-year and for each grade-

by-year. While it is impossible to fully ensure that the 

required assumptions were met, it is at least plausible 

the impact estimates may have a causal interpretation 

with this combination of model and sample. These are 

relatively conservative assumptions and, as a result, 

this analysis likely underestimates the impact of geo-

graphic proximity to homicide on students’ academic 

performance.

The basic model used to estimate the impact of 

proximity to homicide on students is of the form:

5

j =1

4

gc=1
4

 

gc=1

In which educational outcome Yit for student i in 

year t is predicted by: 

• proximityit: Living in proximity to homicide in

year t, estimated separately by grade category

(1st-2nd, 3rd-5th, 6th-8th, or 9th-12th). 

• Xit B: standard demographic controls, including

lunch status, race, neighborhood concentrated 

poverty and social status, attending zoned school,

prior retention, special education status.40

• Zi,t-1 Γ: prior year values of all educational outcomes

(i.e., math and English test scores, GPA, attendance 

rate, having a behavioral infraction, count of behav-

ioral infractions, having a severe behavioral infrac-

tion, and having a suspension).41

• fit and ηit: groups of indicator variables for each

school-by-year and grade-by-year. 

• ∑  αj Ij  •  ∑     Gj,gc : 

a group of post-event indicators, intended to capture 

the notion that proximity to homicide may produce 

longer-term shifts in student educational trajectories.42  

The coefficients αj represent the extent to which

there is a long-term shift in student outcomes after 

proximity to homicide that persists throughout  

students’ time in the district.

The coefficients of interest, αgc, reflect the typical

change in student outcomes in years when a homicide 

occurs near home, for each of the four grade categories,  

adjusting for all the other elements of the model. Impacts  

were separately estimated by grade groupings that 

roughly approximate developmental stages in childhood 

and adolescence, based on prior research suggesting the 

impacts of homicide manifest differently at different 

developmental stages.43

5

j =1

4
 

gc=1

40	Missing covariates were mean-imputed and the regressions 
include indicators for imputation. Controls were fully interacted 
with the four grade categories.

41	 Student-year observations were dropped from the sample if 
they were missing the lagged value of the Yit outcome; other
lagged values were mean-imputed with indicators, if missing. 
Lagged outcomes were fully interacted with the four grade 
categories.

42	Indicators “turned on” (switch from being equal to 0 to being 
equal to 1) permanently in the year after a given event. There 

are separate indicators for each event near home (1-5) at each 
grade category (1-4). For example, if a homicide near home 
occured for the first time in fifth grade, the indicator for first 
event in grade category 2 (3rd-5th) grade is set to 1 for each  
of the subsequent years the student appears in the data. In  
the very rare cases when students lived near more than five 
homicides, they were included in the analysis through the fifth 
event and dropped from the sample in the year of the sixth.

43	Dunn, Nishimi, Powers, & Bradley (2017); Li et al. (2022).
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Using this approach, Chapter 2 reports the estimated  

impact by grade level category that living within 0.2 

miles of a homicide had on educational outcomes for 

students in Chicago.44  These estimates reflect the 

average impact of proximity to one homicide for one 

individual student. They do not reflect the impact of 

exposure to other forms of violence, the cumulative 

impact of proximity to homicide over time, or the  

impacts on students of having peers living in proximity  

to homicide. These estimates are lower bounds on the 

true impact of proximity to homicide on an average 

student during a year because a student’s proximity to 

homicide might also negatively affect their peers—if, 

for example, a student living in proximity to homicide 

subsequently exhibited externalizing behavior (e.g., 

being aggressive or disruptive) in school that disrupted 

learning environments and/or created conflict with 

their peers. Furthermore, as prior research shows, the 

typical response to such events is often mild, but a small 

subset of individuals experience moderate or severe 

responses.45  In that sense, estimated impacts are  

likely significantly smaller than what one would expect 

to see for the subset of individual students who are  

particularly troubled by proximity to a violent event.

Identifying differences across 
schools in mitigating the effects 
of proximity to homicide
In order to assess the extent to which CPS schools miti-

gated the negative effects of living in close geographic 

proximity to homicide, and specifically, to understand 

the ways in which proximity to homicide impacted 

students differently across schools, we used a hierarchi-

cal linear model (HLM) to produce separate estimates 

of the impacts of proximity to homicide for students in 

each school, within each grade level category, for each 

year.46  These analyses were limited to high schools 

because the analysis described above found the impacts 

of proximity to homicide were concentrated at the high 

school level. HLM is a statistical approach designed 

to account for the influence of social groupings—in 

our case, the influence of students being grouped into 

schools by grade and year. The basic model is similar to 

the one used to estimate average impacts (described in 

the preceding section), in which students were observed 

each year they were enrolled, and these student-by-year 

observations were grouped together by the school that 

they attended each year: 

Yits = α0ts + α1ts •  proximityit  +  X its  Bst  + Z i,t-1,s  Γ +

fits + ηits + Σ αjts Ij   •  Σ Gj,gc  + εits

α0ts = γ00 + Sts Λ0 + u0ts

α1ts = γ10 + Sts Λ1 + u1ts

All other level-1 coefficients fixed across school-grade 

category-years

The level-1 equation is identical to the previous sec-

tion, except that the estimated change in outcomes with 

proximity to homicide did not include a separate term 

for each grade-category because the level-2 units each 

contained students from a single grade category. 

In models of this form, the level-2 random effects, 

u0ts and u1ts, capture grouping-specific values for the

constant and for the change in outcome with proximity 

to homicide, respectively. The first is sometimes called 

a “school effect” and may be interpreted as the portion 

of student outcomes attributable to the school in that 

year and grade category, if the other variables in the 

model fully account for between-school differences in 

students. The second (u1ts ) is the value of interest. For

each school-grade category-year group, it captures how 

different the typical student’s outcomes were in years 

5

j =1

4

 

gc=1

44	 Previous research on the relationship between students’ home 
address and homicide has suggested that events within this 
distance are most consequential for students’ academic out-
comes. Chapter 2 provides a full discussion.  

45	Bonanno & Mancini (2012).

46	The level-2 unit for this model is the school-grade category-
year. For example, a school serving 3rd–8th grade students 
would be split into two units—one for grades 3–5 and the other 
for grades 6-8, with separate units for both in each year. This 
reflects 1) the fact that overall impact estimates were different 
by grade category and 2) that schools often change conse-
quentially between years.
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when a homicide occurred near a student’s home. Put 

differently, u1ts estimates the impact of proximity to ho-

micide separately for each school-grade category-year 

grouping of students. 

We excluded students at schools with fewer than 30 

students who lived in proximity to homicide or with 

fewer than 30 students not in that group because the 

resulting estimates were statistically imprecise.47  We 

conducted this analysis separately for test scores, GPA, 

attendance, behavioral infractions, and suspensions. 

Our focus in this analysis was understanding the 

extent to which schools might have mitigated negative 

consequences of students’ proximity to homicide. The 

largest difficulty this analysis we encountered was 

the concern that the types of events experienced by 

students at some schools may have been different than 

those experienced by students at other schools. To  

address this concern, we added controls for school-

grade category-year characteristics to the level-2  

equations. The Sts term included school-year average

values for neighborhood concentration of poverty, 

neighborhood social status, percent Black, percent 

Latinx, percent of students attending zoned school,  

percent previously retained, percent living in proximity  

to homicide, percent identified for special education 

services, and average values of the outcome variables. 

The resulting group of estimates, u1ts, reflect the

school-grade category-year average difference in edu-

cational outcomes for students attending the school, 

after accounting for the school-specific contribution to 

the outcome (u0ts ), students’ prior outcomes, and the

other variables in the model. Using test scores as an 

example, u0ts is an estimate of average student learning

(as measured by test scores) at each school for the relevant 

year and grade category. The value of interest, u1ts is an 

estimate of how much different student learning was  

for students at the school in years when a homicide 

occurred within 0.2 miles of a student’s home.

When u1ts is close to zero, it indicates that for that

school-grade category-year, student outcomes were 

about the same for students experiencing proximity to 

homicide as they were for students who did not have 

that experience. When it is large, it indicates students 

in that school-grade category-year had large changes  

in educational outcomes when a homicide occurred 

near home. 

If there is meaningful variation in these estimates—

beyond what is expected due to statistical noise—it  

indicates that there may be meaningful differences 

between schools in the extent to which students’ 

proximity to homicide translated to different educa-

tional outcomes. Our analysis did, in fact, identify some 

schools as more successful at mitigating the negative 

effects of living in close proximity to homicide on  

students’ academic performances (see Chapter 4).48 

Measuring characteristics of 
schools that mitigated the  
impact of violence
Differences in educators’ practices might explain  

observed differences in schools that were able to  

mitigate the negative effects of living in proximity 

to homicide and those that were not. If so, one would 

expect that schools that were more supportive and 

responsive to students (as measured by school climate 

surveys) would be less likely to see student outcomes 

decrease in years when a homicide occurred near home. 

To investigate this question, we drew on the annual 

5Essentials Survey, which is completed every spring  

by students in grades 4-12 and all teachers in CPS  

pre-K-12 classrooms, as well as other key staff members 

at schools. We focus Chapter 4 on findings for high 

schools that were more successful at mitigating the 

negative effects of living in close proximity to homicide 

because the detected impacts of proximity to homicide 

were concentrated at the high school level. The survey 

47	The sample was already limited to schools with fewer than 100 
students in a given year.

48	Statistically speaking, schools that were more successful at 
mitigating the negative effects of living in close proximity 
to homicide were defined as schools in which, on average, 
students’ academic outcomes are not meaningfully worsened 
as a result of their living in close geographical proximity to 
homicide. For a full discussion, please see Chapter 4.  
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is designed to capture important elements of school 

climate and organization. Based on close review of the 

literature on protective factors associated with youth 

exposure to homicide, we identified 14 measures on the 

student survey and 11 measures on the teacher survey 

that prior research suggests might be protective in the 

aftermath of adverse experiences. Appendix A provides 

additional details about the survey measures and this 

process. 

For each of these measures, we examined the 

statistical relationship between the measure and the 

school-grade category-year specific change in student 

outcomes with proximity to homicide (represented 

by ΔŶst in the equation below). Specifically, we used

an ordinary least squares (OLS) regression to exam-

ine whether the estimated school-specific change in 

student outcomes was associated with survey-based 

measures of school climate and organization (Mst in the 

equation below). This approach is similar to examining 

a correlation but allows adjustment for the percent of 

students in the school who lived in proximity to homicide  

in that year—Expst in the equation:

ΔŶst =α0  + α1 Mst  + α2 Expst + εst

When the value of α1 is positive and statistically

significant, it suggests a pattern where schools which 

able to mitigate the negative effects of living in proxim-

ity to homicide generally had more positive measures  

of school climate and organization. 

It is possible the observed patterns of association  

between the survey-based measures of school climate 

and the school-specific impact of homicide on educa-

tional outcomes arose from some unobserved factor 

that influenced both. Furthermore, readers should  

recognize this analysis is not capable of determining 

which measures were comparatively more important 

than one another in producing a supportive environment.  

However, the patterns observed were consistent with 

the notion that elements of school practice may indeed 

be capable of intervening in the process through which 

exposure to adverse events like homicide can translate  

into longer-run negative personal and educational 

consequences.

Describing educator experiences 
supporting students in three 
schools that mitigated the  
impact of violence
This study utilized a sequential mixed-methods design 

in which initial quantitative analyses were used to 

guide the selection of schools and collection of qualita-

tive data. Chapter 5 in this report draws on qualitative 

data from interviews conducted with staff in three  

CPS high schools to describe the experiences and 

perspectives of educators and school staff in some 

schools that were able to mitigate the negative effects 

of proximity to homicide. We also spoke with staff at 

several community-based organizations to understand 

the experiences and perspectives of community-based 

partners who often work with educators and school 

staff in student support roles. Building upon Chapters 3  

and 4, Chapter 5 also focuses on high schools because 

the detected impacts of proximity to homicide were 

concentrated at the high school level. 

The three high schools selected for qualitative  

interviews were identified as schools that mitigated 

the typical negative impacts of living in proximity to 

homicide on student academic performance (e.g., GPA, 

standardized test scores), attendance, and disciplinary 

outcomes (e.g., suspensions, expulsions) via the quan-

titative analyses described above. Table 1 identifies 

the outcomes for which each school was characterized 

as more successful at mitigating the negative effects 

of living in close proximity to homicide; see Chapter 

4 for additional details. Describing the experiences 

and perspectives of educators in these three schools 

contextualizes the quantitative analyses that identified 

these schools as relatively more successful at mitigating 

the effects of living in close proximity to homicide and 

offers insights into how adults in those schools under-

stood the work of supporting their students.  

  All three of the high schools chosen were non- 

selective, neighborhood high schools serving substantial  

proportions of students living in close geographic prox-

imity to homicide (20-40%). One high school was locat-

ed on the south side of the city, serving a predominantly 

Black student population. The second high school was 

located on the southwest side of the city, serving a  
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TABLE 1

Qualitative interviews were completed in 3 high schools

Mitigated negative effects on…

School Percent of students living within 
0.2 miles of a homicide, 2018–19

GPA Test Scores Attendance Behavioral 
Outcomes

School 1 35-40% ✔ ✔ ✔

School 2 25-30% ✔ ✔

School 3 20-25% ✔ ✔ ✔

Note: Student proximity to homicide is expressed as a range and the number of students is omitted to protect the confidentiality of participants and participating 
schools. Total school enrollments ranged from between 400 and 1,600 students in the three schools.   

predominantly Latinx student population. The third 

high school was located on the north side of the city, 

serving a mixture of Latinx and Black students.

The findings in Chapter 5 were drawn from 29 in-depth,  

semi-structured interviews conducted across these three 

high schools, including conversations with administrators,  

educators, counselors, social workers, community part-

ners, and security staff. In each school, researchers began 

by interviewing the principal and then identified and 

recruited subsequent interviewees using a snowball sam-

pling method, concluding data collection in each instance 

when saturation was observed.49  Across the three schools 

selected, interviewees were predominantly White and 

female, a pattern consistent with the overall demographic 

breakdown of both CPS teachers and public educators in 

the US.50  The demographics of the administrators, edu-

cators, and staff members in these three schools did not 

factor into the selection of the schools themselves and are 

provided here for context only. Table 2 provides a break-

down of the adults interviewed by school and by role. 

TABLE 2

Distribution of adult interviewees, by school and by role

School Administrators Classroom 
Educators

Counselors 
& Social 
Workers

Community 
Partners

School 
Staff

Total 
Interviews

School 1 1 1 2 4 2 10

School 2 1 6 2 — — 9

School 3 2 6 2 — — 10

Total 4 13 6 4 2 29

Note: Student proximity to homicide is expressed as a range and the number of students is omitted to protect the confidentiality of participants and participating 
schools. Total school enrollments ranged from between 400 and 1,600 students in the three schools.   

Interviews with educators, school staff, and admin- 

istrators at schools that were more successful at miti-

gating the negative effects of proximity to homicide 

included a range of questions, including: protocols and 

processes for supporting students’ mental health and 

wellbeing; perspectives on the climate and organization 

of the school community; and experiences with and  

approaches to building relationships with their stu-

dents. In each interview, we also asked educators and 

staff about their own backgrounds and their experi-

ences working at their school. In every interview, we 

foregrounded the aims of the study—to better under-

stand how schools attended to the needs of students at 

schools where a high number of students lived in prox-

imity to community homicide—to center this challenge 

in educational practice through-out the conversation. 

Interviews took approximately 50 minutes to complete, 

on average. Data were collected in-person at the first  

research site, and then, following the transition to re-

mote schooling as a result of COVID-19, the remaining  

49	Creswell & Clark (2017); Parker, Scott, & Geddes (2019).
50	Chicago Public Schools (n.d.b.); U.S. Department of Education 

(2023).
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interviews at the second two sites were conducted over 

Zoom. Following interviews, interviewees were also 

provided with information about mental health re-

sources for educators and an honorarium in the form of 

an electronic gift card. Following a snowball sampling 

recruitment method, upon completing an interview, we 

asked interviewees to refer us to other adults in their 

school whom they believed could share some insights 

with us about how educators were meeting the needs of 

their students in the adverse circumstances related to 

community violence. 

The decision to sample only schools that mitigated the 

negative effects of proximity to homicide limits the ability 

to draw strong, definitive conclusions from the qualita-

tive data about what differentiated protective practices or 

approaches. This type of analysis is not causal; the data 

collected across the three high schools discussed herein 

do not support claims about the distinctive presence or  

effectiveness of particular mindsets, practices, or inter-

ventions in schools that insulated students from the  

negative effects of proximity to homicide. However,  

the data collected provide insight into the experiences,  

perspectives, and choices of adults working to  

support and nurture students within these schools.
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CHAPTER 2 

Understanding Proximity to 
Homicide in Chicago and in 
CPS Schools 
The evidence presented in this chapter shows that CPS students’ 
proximity to homicide is strongly determined by historical and ongoing 
patterns of residential segregation by race and class across the city.51

The medical anthropologist Paul Farmer, among others, 

described the ways in which these complex histories of 

race and privilege are inscribed on young people and 

families as a form of what he termed structural vio-

lence—structural, because it reflects a history of  

intentional policy choices that often produced predict-

able and durable patterns of disadvantage and vulner-

ability; and violence, because the consequences of  

those choices reflect real and preventable harm done  

to the children, families, and communities affected.52  

Measures of students’ proximity to homicide or  

other forms of violent crime are, in this important 

sense, not measures of any characteristic of those  

young people, but rather a proxy for the inequities  

that exist in the social and structural contexts that 

young people and their families inhabit.

Student proximity to homicide
Between the 2010–11 and 2018–19 school years, 22% or 

slightly more than one in every five CPS students lived 

within 0.2 miles—roughly two city blocks—of a homi-

cide in a typical year (see Figure 1).53  Importantly, that 

means that 78% of CPS students did not experience living 

in close proximity to homicide in a given year.54   

Some CPS students experienced living in close prox-

imity to homicide multiple times in the same school 

year; nearly 6% of students lived in proximity to more 

than one event during the year. Students elsewhere in 

the city were unlikely to ever live in proximity to homi-

cide. Although negative effects on students’ academic 

outcomes persisted well beyond the 0.2-mile radius 

used here, we continue to define “close geographical 

proximity” as living within 0.2 miles or two city blocks 

of a homicide for clarity and consistency.55  

51	 Loury (2023, June 19).
52	Farmer (2003).
53	This report examines students’ geographical proximity to homi-

cide. As noted in the earlier discussion of data and methodol-
ogy, the data on violent crime that is publicly available through 
the Chicago Police Department suffers from a number of 
important limitations. It can be simultaneously true that some 
types of violent crime are systematically underreported in the 
police department data and that other types of violent crime 
may be overrepresented, particularly in communities of color, 
where patterns of over-policing may systematically distort 
the information. As a data point, homicide is less likely to be 
affected by either of these limitations and therefore represents 
a more accurate measure of students’ proximity to violence. 

Readers should note these data do not include police-involved 
incidents unless they are officially classified as homicide by 
police; in recent years Chicago police have fatally shot about 10 
people each year (University of Illinois at Chicago, 2023). For a 
fuller discussion of the data used in this report, please see the 
data and methods section.

54	Data on students in temporary living situations does not reli-
ably exist across all years included in this analysis. Students 
for whom no address existed in the data were removed from 
the analysis. Many students who were flagged as living in 
temporary situations did have addresses listed. In a statistical 
sense, this is a form of measurement error that should bias our 
findings toward zero impact.
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Variation across communities
CPS students’ proximity to homicide near home differed 

substantially across neighborhoods in the city, reflecting  

longstanding and ongoing patterns of socioeconomic 

and racial segregation in Chicago.56   Although many 

students attend school outside their assigned attendance 

boundaries in Chicago, most students in these years still 

attended a school within a mile of home. As a result, the 

large differences in students’ proximity to homicide 

across communities were ultimately reflected in vast 

differences across schools in the number and propor-

tion of students whom they served, who lived in close 

geographic proximity to homicide. 

Although high rates of homicide were concentrated 

on the south and west sides of the city, there was large 

geographical variation both across the city and between 

neighboring census tracts. Figure 2 on p.19, maps the 

percent of students living near a homicide (showing the 

annual average from 2010–11 through 2018–19) by cen-

sus tract, which are designed to comprise about 1,200 

55	Communities across the city not only experience homicide to 
differing extents, but also have substantially different resources 
that they are able to bring to bear at a community level in 
response. These differences across communities might, for 
instance, affect the magnitude of the impact of proximity to 
homicide from one community to the next. Statistically, these 
differences are addressed through the controls included in the 
HLM models described in Chapter 1 and in the appendices.  

56	Loury (2023, June 19).
57	Chicago elementary schools typically serve students between 

kindergarten and eighth grade; the city has very few middle 
schools and very few combination schools spanning the 
typical school transition that occurs between grades 8 and 9. 

All schools with a maximum of eighth grade or below were 
analyzed with the K-8 group, and all schools with a minimum 
ninth grade or above were analyzed with the high school 
group. In rare cases (26 in our sample), schools included both 
elementary and high school grade levels. In these cases, data 
for schools is split into K-8 and high school grade levels, and 
analyzed as if they were separate schools.

58	This number and analysis included more schools than were 
included in the school-level analysis presented in Chapter 4. 
That analysis dropped relatively small schools for statistical 
reasons explained in Chapter 1. Analysis was performed  
separately for K-8 and high schools.

households each. About one-third of CPS students  

lived in a census tract where fewer than 10% of students  

live in proximity to homicide in a typical year; 8.7% of  

students lived in census tracts where more than one-

half of students were in proximity to homicide in a 

typical year. 

Variation across schools
Geographic patterns of variation in proximity to  

homicide were reflected at the school level because  

students tended to attend schools near home. For both 

K-8 schools and high schools,57  student proximity 

to homicide was closely related to the concentration 

of poverty in students’ residential neighborhoods, as

shown in Figure 3 on p.20.

Each dot represents one school, with the vertical 

axis showing the percent of students living in proximity 

to homicide and the horizontal axis arranging schools 

by the school average of the poverty level in students’ 

neighborhoods.58  The size of the dots represents the 

FIGURE 1

Percent of Students Living near Homicide Each Year

Note: Annual average between 2010–11 and 2018–19. The smallest distance—0.2 miles—is roughly two city blocks in Chicago. This is based on about 2.79 million 
student-year observations, or about 300,000 students each year. This reflects 97% of students in Chicago schools, including those in charter, selective enrollment, 
and alternative schools. The remaining students were dropped from analysis either because available data did not include an address that could be matched to any 
Chicago address or because they were enrolled for fewer than 30 days. Homicide includes all events classified as such in o�cial police records. None of these 
include cases of police violence unless o�cially classified as such by police records.
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Note: Percent of students living in each census tract who experienced proximity to homicide during one year, averaged over the 2010-11 through 2018-19 school years. 
Proximity is defined as a homicide occurring within 0.2 miles of home.

0

20%

60%

40%

Annual percent 
of students 
living near 
homicide 

FIGURE 2

The likelihood of living near homicide varied considerably for students and families living in di	erent 
communities across the city

enrollment of the school. K-8 schools had higher rates of 

both proximity to homicide and concentration of poverty 

than high schools, because CPS K-8 schools typically serve 

students from a smaller geographic region of the city.

For schools on the bottom of the graphs, few students  

lived in proximity to homicide. At the same time, stu-

dents in these schools tended to live in neighborhoods 

where most households had sufficient income to meet 

their material needs. For schools on the top of the 

graphs, many students lived in proximity to homicide—

around 80% for the highest K-8 schools and 50% for 

the highest high schools. At the same time, students in 
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FIGURE 3

Schools with higher rates of students living in proximity to homicide tended to serve communities with high 
concentrations of poverty

Note: Each dot represents one school in the 2018–19 school year (502 K-8 schools and 185 high schools, with 26 schools appearing in both groups). Dot size represents 
enrollment. Schools with fewer than 30 students are not shown. Neighborhood poverty concentration is the school-specific average of concentrated poverty in 
students’ neighborhood, based on a combination of family income relative to the poverty line and adult male employment rates in each students’ census block group. 
We intentionally omitted the numerical values, as the relative rankings are more readily interpretable.
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schools on the right side of the figure lived in neighbor-

hoods with the highest concentration of poverty. 

To examine how history, geography, and residential 

segregation translated into the patterns of proximity to 

homicide we observe within the school system, schools 

were categorized based on the percentage of Black and/

or Latinx students they served.59    

59	Schools were placed in these categories based on all students 
enrolled for more than 30 days during the 2018–19 school 
year and the race/ethnicity recorded in student administrative 
records. This approach likely obscured meaningful nuance in 

a number of ways, including its inability to accurately reflect 
the experiences of multiracial students, who were sometimes 
recorded within a multiracial category (which appears in our 
“other” group) and sometimes recorded in one category.

As illustrated by Figure 4, within each horizontal 

box representing school racial composition category, 

there was large variation in students’ proximity to  

homicide. Schools serving predominantly Black students  

had higher average student proximity to homicide, and 

accounted for most of the schools with the highest con-

centrations of student proximity to homicide. Historical 
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60 Loury (2023, June 19).
61 These terms do not satisfactorily encompass the circumstance 

we discuss here. For most things, once a year is not necessarily 
“routine,” “ongoing,” or “repeated”—but for rare and extreme 
events like homicide these terms capture an important aspect 
of the experience that is different than one-time proximity to 
an event. We use “repeated” here to mean at a rate of once a 
year or more over at least four years.

62 To avoid confusing school-by-year observations with the 
fact that our definition of persistent proximity to homicide 
was necessarily based on multiple years of data, this section 
reflects a snapshot of the most recent school year included 

in the analysis. The substantive findings are consistent for all 
years starting with the 2014–15 school year, and similar but at 
slightly lower levels in earlier years (e.g., in the 2013–14 school 
year 9% rather than 12% of students experienced persistent 
proximity to homicide, but those students were still much 
more likely than other students to attend schools with peers 
who also experienced persistent proximity to homicide).

63	It is much more typical for K-8 schools than high schools to 
serve such a small proportion of students experiencing repeat-
ed proximity to high school because high schools draw their 
students from across larger geographic areas than K-8 schools 
do. Only seven of the 116 such schools were high schools.  

patterns of residential segregation and systematic 

underinvestment in Black and Latinx communities 

produced heavily racialized patterns of proximity to 

homicide.60   At the same time, the racial and ethnic 

composition of the school was not deterministic of the 

degree to which its students lived in proximity to homi-

cide. Although students of color were more likely to live 

in close geographical proximity to homicide broadly, 

it was hardly a universal experience among Black and 

Latinx students in CPS—many schools that served pre-

dominantly Black students had relatively low levels of 

student proximity to homicide.

Repeated proximity to homicide 
It was much less common for students to experience 

proximity to homicide as a repeated, ongoing, or routine 

event in their neighborhood.61   Twelve percent of CPS 

students experienced repeated proximity to homicide—  

defined as more than once every year over a period of 

four years. In the 2018–19 school year,62  about one-

half of CPS schools—321 of the 653 schools with 30 

or more enrolled students—had 10% or more of their 

students living in repeated proximity to homicide. Of 

those schools, 148 had more than 25% of students with 

that experience. In contrast, 116 schools mostly K-8 

schools63 —had less than 1% of their students living in 

repeated proximity to homicide. 

In Figure 5, each horizontal bar represents one 

school, with the vertical height of the bar representing  

the number of students enrolled in the school. The  

colors reflect the frequency with which homicide occurs 

near students’ homes. In schools at the top of the figure, 

FIGURE 4

Student proximity to homicide was related to school racial composition, but large variation existed within 
each group

80%+ Black
208 schools

71 schools 

Black & Latinx
60 schools
52 schools

80%+ Latinx
126 schools
37 schools

< 20% Black & Latinx
208 schools

71 schools

Note: Each horizontal bar shows the distribution of student proximity to homicide by school in the 2018–19 school year (502 K-8 schools and 185 high schools, with 26 
schools appearing in both groups). The middle line in each horizontal box shows the percent of students living in proximity to homicide for the median school; the left 
and right edges of the boxes show the 25th and 75th percentiles, respectively. The dots are schools that were statistical outliers within the distribution. Schools were 
placed into one of four mutually exclusive groups based on the race/ethnicity of enrolled students. Schools in the “Black & Latinx” group served a student population 
that was more than 80% Black and Latinx students—and neither Black nor Latinx students comprised 80% of the student body.

Percent of students living in proximity to homicide at each school

0 80 100604020

K-8 High School
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very few students experienced repeated proximity to 

homicide, while in those at the bottom, a sizeable  

proportion of students had that experience. The white 

lines in Figure 5 show where 1%, 10%, 25%, and 50% of 

students had a homicide occur near home once per year 

or more. Although schools where 25% or more students 

FIGURE 5

Students who lived near repeated homicide were more likely to have classmates living near repeated homicide

Note: Students with four years of data were sorted into groups based on the frequency of homicide near home, over the four-year period, and then organized by which 
school they attended. Each horizontal bar represents one school (494 K-8 schools and 184 high schools, with 25 schools appearing in both groups). Wider bars are 
schools with larger enrollment. Data represents the 2018–19 school year, using the 157,749 students with four years of data. Horizontal orange lines show the point at 
which schools had 1%, 10%, 25%, and 50% of students living near persistent homicide.
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experienced repeated proximity to homicide represent 

a relatively small share of schools in the city, they  

were attended by almost one-half (47%) of students  

experiencing repeated (once a year for four years or 

more) proximity to homicide.
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CHAPTER 3 

The Impact of Proximity to  
Homicide on Student Outcomes 
This chapter examines whether and how proximity to homicide affected 
CPS students’ academic and behavioral outcomes district-wide. It 
considers variations by students’ age and by different measures of 
students’ academic performance: test scores, GPA, attendance rates, 
and behavioral infractions.

It can be challenging to separate out the long-run con-

sequences of living in close proximity to homicide from 

many of the long-run consequences of other factors  

associated with it (e.g., poverty). Our analyses attempted 

to do this by identifying changes in each student’s out-

comes following a homicide, relative to their outcomes 

prior to the homicide. This likely results in an under- 

estimate of the effect of proximity to homicide on  

student outcomes. 

The findings from this study largely echo what previ-

ous research has found: CPS students’ test scores, GPA, 

attendance rates, and likelihood of being written up or 

suspended for a behavioral infraction were negatively 

and significantly affected by living in close proximity 

to homicide. And there was a longer-term, cumulative 

persistence of negative effects of living in close proxim-

ity to homicide on standardized test scores.

Chapter 4 shows these effects differed based on the 

schools students attended—but first, let’s look at overall, 

district-wide patterns. 

Effects on educational outcomes: 
short-term
In years in which a homicide occurred within 0.2 miles  

of CPS students’ homes, standardized test scores,64 

GPAs, and attendance all declined, while students’  

likelihood of being written up and/or suspended65   

for a serious behavioral infraction in school rose  

(see Figure 6). However, the impacts were meaningfully  

different by student grade level and outcome, perhaps 

reflecting developmental differences and/or differences 

in social networks between younger and older students. 

Attendance declined for students in all grade groups. 

Importantly, early elementary and high school students 

had lower learning outcomes and increased behavioral 

issues; they appeared to be more negatively affected than 

students in grades 3-8, who did not show these changes.

Some students had a homicide occur near home 

multiple times. When we compared the first time we 

observed a homicide occurring near a students’ home to 

the second, third, or fourth time,66  we found there was 

64	Standardized test scores are the end-of-year exams given 
statewide each year. For grades 3-8 this was the ISAT exam 
through the 2013–14 school year and the PARCC for the 
remainder of the study period. At the high school level, the 
specific tests (PARCC, EXPLORE, PLAN, PSAT, SAT) and grade  
levels tested varied from year to year; we included all test-
grade level combinations where the test was administered 
to most or all students in a grade level in that year. In a few 

cases, tests administered in the fall were used if there was not 
a test administered to that cohort of students in the preceding 
spring. All test scores were normed by year and grade level, 
such that the grade by year indicators in the models account 
for systematic differences between tests and testing years.

65	Includes both in-school and out-of-school suspensions.
66	For the subset of students who repeatedly live in proximity  

to homicide.



Chapter 3  |  The Impact of Proximity to Homicide on Student Outcomes 

E
m

b
ar

g
o

ed
 C

o
p

y 
—

 N
o

t 
fo

r 
C

ir
cu

la
ti

o
n

24

FIGURE 6

High school students' outcomes were most a�ected by proximity to homicide

1st–2nd

3rd–5th

6th–8th

9th–12th

Note: Each dot represents the estimated change in student outcomes in years when a homicide occurred within 0.2 miles of home, adjusting for prior outcomes and 
student characteristics. Solid dots indicate estimates are statistically significant at the 5% level. Solid dots are statistically di�erent than zero. and transparent dots are 
statistically equal to zero. There is no estimate for test scores in grades 1-2 because most students in those grades did not take standardized tests during the study 
years. Estimates were based on all students with outcomes and covariate data for each year in 2011–12 through 2018–19; data from the 2010–11 year is only used to 
estimate prior year information for the 2011–12 school year (as those students did not have prior year data in the data set). Test score estimates were based on about 
1.32 million student-year observations. GPA estimates were based on about 1.25 million student-year observations. Attendance and behavior estimates were based on 
about 2.1 million student-year observations.

Grade points Days attended Percentage pointsStandard deviations

GPA Attendance BehaviorTest scores
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Changes in educational outcomes following proximity to homicide

0-.5 .5

Infractions
Suspensions

not a measurable difference between the shift in stu-

dent outcomes for the first time vs. later times.67 Thus, 

the estimated impact of proximity to homicide was the 

same (statistically) for the second, third, and fourth as 

it was for the first.68 

The overall average effects of living in close geograph- 

ical proximity to homicide on CPS students’ academic 

performance often appeared relatively small. For high 

school students, on average, test scores declined by less 

than 1% of a standard deviation, GPAs declined by about 

one letter grade in one class for a student taking seven 

classes, students attended about one-half a day less of 

school, and students’ risk of reported behavioral infrac-

tions and suspensions increased by about one-quarter 

of a percentage point. 

However, the small estimates likely arose from how 

those effects were estimated: the observable effects were 

averaged across all students who were living within 0.2 

miles from where a homicide occurred, including both 

students who were more and less directly affected.  

Within that radius, some young people may have been 

unaware that a homicide had occurred (although previous 

research suggests adults around them were more likely 

to be aware). Some subset of young people, however, may 

have been much more directly impacted by a homicide 

near home—they may have encountered the scene or the 

associated activities of police and first responders; they 

may have been personally acquainted with victim(s), 

family members, or friends, they may have heard about 

the event via social media or word of mouth.  

The existing research literature suggests that this  

group of students is likely to experience significantly 

greater negative effects on their performance in school.69  

And after acute exposure to homicide, it is typical for 

some people to be only mildly affected, while others 

experience sizeable negative consequences.70  While 

the measurable negative effect appears relatively small 

on average, were it possible to estimate the impact for 

67	To conduct this analysis, we added an interaction term to the 
equation described in Chapter 1, which separately estimated 
the impact of each observed occurrence of proximity to homi-
cide. The average impact estimate shown in Figure 6 did not 
change appreciably, and the interaction terms were generally 
not sizeable or statistically significant.

68	Prior theoretical and empirical research is somewhat contradic-
tory, with some studies suggesting the impact of violence is 
smaller with repeated exposure while others suggesting consis-
tent or even increasing with subsequent events. We found that 
similar impacts for subsequent events (neither increasing nor 
decreasing in size) in this setting.

69	Bonanno & Mancini (2012).
70	Bonanno (2004); Rutter (1985).



UCHICAGO Consortium Research Report  |  Mitigating the Academic Impacts of Proximity to Homicide 25

only those students who were somehow more directly 

connected to and more influenced by the event(s) in 

question, we would expect to see substantially larger 

negative effects on students’ overall, including their 

academic performance.

Effects on educational outcomes: 
long-term
In addition to the short-term negative impact of a single 

incidence of living near a homicide on CPS students’ 

academic performance, for the years after proximity 

to a homicide, student test scores were persistently 

lower than they were in the year prior to the event. This 

pattern was not present for attendance rates, GPAs, or 

reported behaviors.

Adjusting for the same demographic characteristics 

and prior outcomes as the previous approach, Figure 7  

compares students’ test scores in the years before and 

after their first observed proximity to homicide, relative  

to observably similar students.71  Each dot in the figure 

is the difference between the students who lived near 

homicide in the noted year and the group of comparison  

students (who lived in proximity to homicide in other 

years). The vertical lines are error bars; numbers within  

the error bars are statistically equivalent to one another.  

Prior to proximity to homicide, these students had sta-

tistically identical test scores to those peers (the error 

bars include zero). For several years afterwards, their test 

scores were lower than peers by a small, statistically 

significant amount.

Finally, every time a homicide occurred near a stu-

dent’s home, it had about the same impact, regardless 

of whether it was the first instance or the fourth (not 

shown). This evidence, combined with the evidence  

that the impact of proximity to homicide for test  

scores persisted over time, suggests that for test scores, 

declines were likely cumulative—with the second, 

third, or fourth such event further lowering student 

test scores. This pattern was not present for attendance 

rates, GPAs, or reported behaviors.

71	 To conduct this analysis, we created a variable that indicated 
the number of years before or after a student’s first observed 
proximity to homicide. We removed the year of proximity and 
the post-proximity indicators from the equation described 
in Chapter 1, replacing it with indicators for each of these 
years. All other control variables were included (demographic 

controls, prior student outcomes, and school-by-year and 
grade-by-year indicators). For simplicity of interpretation and 
statistical precision, the analysis was performed for students 
from all grade levels, but excluded students who did not have 
at least four years of data. 

FIGURE 7

Student test scores remained lower for several years after proximity to homicide

Note: Each dot represents the estimated change in student outcomes in years when a homicide occurred within 0.2 miles of home, adjusting for prior outcomes and 
student characteristics. Solid dots indicate estimates are statistically significant at the 5% level. Solid dots are statistically di�erent than zero. and transparent dots are 
statistically equal to zero. There is no estimate for test scores in grades 1-2 because most students in those grades did not take standardized tests during the study 
years. Estimates were based on all students with outcomes and covariate data for each year in 2011–12 through 2018–19; data from the 2010–11 year is only used to 
estimate prior year information for the 2011–12 school year (as those students did not have prior year data in the data set). Test score estimates were based on about 
1.32 million student-year observations. GPA estimates were based on about 1.25 million student-year observations. Attendance and behavior estimates were based on 
about 2.1 million student-year observations.
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CHAPTER 4 

Identifying High Schools that 
Mitigated Declines in Student 
Outcomes 
This chapter shows there is meaningful variation among schools in the 
impact of proximity to homicide that persisted when we adjusted for 
differences in student characteristics. There are schools where there was 
no decline in students’ educational outcomes, and even some schools 
where students had stronger educational outcomes. We also examined 
what teachers and students reported about their school experiences to 
provide some context for understanding why student outcomes might 
withstand the effects of violence in some schools more than others.    

We limited the analysis to high schools in this chapter—

Figure 8 and Table 3—because the detected impacts of 

proximity to homicide were concentrated at the high 

school level in Figure 6 on p.24.

The impact of proximity to homicide  
on student outcomes was different 
across high schools
There were considerable differences across schools in 

the degree to which their students’ academic outcomes 

declined when there was a homicide in close proximity  

to their residence. To show these differences, we divided  

schools into three categories:72  

1. Schools in which student outcomes worsened 

significantly following proximity to a homicide 

near home (e.g., attendance, GPAs, and test scores 

declined; the likelihood of suspensions73  rose)—this 

was most typical; 

2. Schools in which no statistically significant change

in student outcomes was evident following prox-

imity to a homicide near home. In some cases, there 

may have been a small decline in student outcomes, 

but it was statistically indistinguishable from zero; 

and

3. Schools in which there were statistically significant

improvements in student outcomes following prox-

imity to a homicide near home. 

We examined school-specific estimates separately 

for each of the four outcomes: attendance rates, GPAs, 

test scores, and behavioral infractions.74  Appendix B  

presents the full histograms of school estimates, which 

are summarized below in Figure 8 on p.27. Appendix B  

also provides similar histograms for K-8 schools for all 

outcomes. High schools selected for inclusion in our 

qualitative analysis detailed in Chapter 5 were drawn 

from these latter two categories, as examples of schools 

72	Statistical significance for school estimates was calculated 
directly as part of the model estimation process. 

73	Chapter 3 considered both suspensions and behavioral 
infractions. Here in Chapter 4, we narrowed analyses to only 
suspensions for simplicity; outcomes were nearly identical for 
suspensions and behavioral infractions. 

74	We excluded schools with fewer than 100 students in the grade 
category or with fewer than 30 students in either the “lives in 
proximity to homicide” group or the “does not live in proximity 
to homicide” group, as discussed in Chapter 1.



UCHICAGO Consortium Research Report  |  Mitigating the Academic Impacts of Proximity to Homicide 27

that prevented declines in student outcomes (also 

see Chapter 1, p.14 for a full description of the school 

sample selection). 

We found that the impact of students’ proximity to 

homicide was not the same across high schools—even 

when comparing schools attended by similar students—

and, in some instances, schools mitigated the declines 

in student outcomes that usually occur. Figure 8 shows 

the distribution of school-by-year specific estimates 

of the impact of proximity to homicide for each of four 

outcomes: attendance, GPAs, test scores, and behavioral 

infractions. 

For schools on the left side of the figure, proximity 

to homicide corresponded with a decline in educational 

outcomes. For example, in 71% of high schools, test 

scores predictably declined with proximity to homi-

cide—consistent with the overall estimates presented 

in Chapter 3, Figure 6 on p.24. However, in 14% there 

was not a statistically significant change, and in 15% 

test scores actually increased. Similarly, in most high 

schools, student attendance and GPA declined with 

proximity to homicide. In a subset of high schools, 

however, these student outcomes were unchanged or 

improved after students were in proximity to homicide. 

The behavioral infractions data shown in Figure 8 was 

FIGURE 8

In most high schools, outcomes worsened with proximity to homicide—but some schools mitigated worsening 
of student outcomes 

Note: Each bar shows the percent of school-year observations in which the change in student outcomes (adjusted for covariates) fell into each category. For each 
outcome, the stacked bars sum up to 100%. Sample size varies for each outcome due to the combination of di�erences in data availability for the outcome and sample 
restrictions described in Chapter 1.

Percent of school-year observations, 2010–11—2018–19 

Test scores
721 observations

71% 14% 15%

Grades
641 observations

0.0380% 10% 10%

Attendance
1,223 observations

39% 55% 6%

Behavioral infractions
1,235 observations

46% 19% 35%

Significantly worsening  Statistically insignificant            Significantly improving

Worsening Improving 

slightly different—on that outcome, a larger group of 

schools mitigated the typical increases in behavioral 

infractions.

Most high schools that played a protective role on 

one outcome did not mitigate declines across all four 

outcomes. Schools that played a protective role on GPA 

were more likely to play a protective role on test scores 

and behavioral infractions. Schools that played a pro-

tective role on attendance tended not to play a protec-

tive role on test scores, suggesting students’ test scores 

may have been differently affected by school supports 

than other educational outcomes. 

The school-specific estimates were relatively stable 

from year to year. Across outcomes, it was more common  

for a schools mitigated declines (or not) from one year 

to the next than for a school to stop (or start) playing a 

protective role.

Taken together, these patterns suggest three things: 

1. The effect on students of living in close geographic

proximity to homicide varied meaningfully across 

schools that served similar students; 

2. A subset of schools mitigated the well-documented 

negative educational consequences of students living

in close geographical proximity to homicide; and
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3. Schools varied in their capacity to insulate students 

from the negative educational consequences of living

in proximity to homicide. 

While this analytic approach was unable to fully rule 

out causes of these differences arising outside of schools, 

the most plausible explanation is that differences in 

educator practice, school climate, and other within-

school factors could produce these differences in student 

outcomes. This suggests that schools may play a protec-

tive role, meaningfully disrupting the typical negative 

impacts stemming from living in proximity to homicide. 

How educators and schools respond to the needs of stu-

dents matter for whether adverse experiences outside of 

school translate into negative academic outcomes.  

Schools that were more successful at mitigating the 

effects of proximity to homicide included a diverse 

range of schools. We compared the distribution of 

various school characteristics, finding that the distri-

bution for schools that were more successful at mitigat-

ing the effects of homicide was largely overlapping for 

all characteristics examined and that there were no 

systematic patterns in which more (or less) advantaged 

schools were consistently placed into the protective role 

category. Appendix C provides examples.

It is possible that some schools showed little or no 

discernable decline in student outcomes because of spe-

cific school policies that mitigated declining outcomes, 

rather than due to a substantively different experience 

for students. One could debate whether or not these, in 

fact, constitute strategies to mitigate the effects of vio-

lence on student outcomes. However, this is one of the 

reasons why we identified the effects of violence across 

multiple outcomes in selecting schools for in-depth 

interviews around school practices.

Teachers and students reported 
more supportive school climates  
in schools that mitigated declines 
in student outcomes
If schools can mitigate declines in academic outcomes 

for students living in proximity to homicide, we might 

expect that protectiveness to be related to aspects of 

educator practice and school climate and organization—

such as strong instruction, attentiveness to relational 

trust, adult collaboration, and connectedness in the 

classroom.  

To explore this possible relationship, we tested for 

statistical associations between school protectiveness 

and a selected subset of measures of school climate 

and organization that are available on the 5Essentials 

student and teacher surveys.75  We limited our analysis 

to 25 survey measures connected to previous research 

findings on protective factors in the lives of vulnerable 

young people and omitted measures that previous stud-

ies suggested were unlikely to be either consequentially 

or statistically related to school protectiveness. The 

research studies included on p.5-6 and Appendix A have 

additional contextual details.   

Overall, our analyses found that: 

• Schools that mitigated declines in student outcomes 

had broadly more positive measures of school climate 

than other schools; 

• Schools that mitigated declines in GPAs, attendance, 

and behavioral outcomes were characterized by 

stronger survey reports across most survey measures. 

These included measures about engaging instruction 

and trusting, connected relationships with peers and

teachers;

• Teachers’ reports of school commitment and trust

among teachers and with their principal were 

associated with preventing declines in GPAs and 

behavioral outcomes;

• Schools where teachers and students reported 

feeling safer, with fewer classroom disruptions, 

and less disorder and crime were less likely to have

declines on most outcomes; and

• Only a few of the 25 survey measures analyzed were

related to preventing declines on test scores.

The specific pattern of measures of school climate 

and organization that were related to protectiveness 

against declines varied slightly across student outcomes.  

A checked box in Table 3 indicates that there was a 

statistically significant association between protective-

75	See p.5-6 in Chapter 1 and Appendix A for details on which 
measures were selected for analysis and why.
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ness on the outcome (columns) and the indicated survey 

measures (rows). Appendix A describes each of the 

survey measures in detail. Appendix D provides the  

statistical correlations represented in Table 3.

The survey responses suggest that schools that miti-

gated the negative academic impacts of living in prox-

imity to homicide were broadly characterized as having 

strong, engaging instruction and a climate of connected, 

TABLE 3

Schools that mitigated the negative academic impacts of living in proximity to homicide had stronger 
measures of school climate and organization 

5Essentials Survey measures Academic outcomes Behavioral outcomes

GPA Test scores Infractions Suspensions Attendance

Peer Support for Academic Work

Course Clarity

Emotional Health

Academic Engagement

Classroom Behavior

Classroom Personalism

Academic Press

School Connectedness

Classroom Rigor

Safety

School-level Academic Press

School Safety

Rigorous Study Habits

Student-Teacher Trust

Classroom Disruptions

Teacher Collaboration

Collective Responsibility

Teacher Influence

Instructional Leadership

Program Coherence

Reflective Dialogue

School Commitment

Teacher-Principal Trust

Teacher-Teacher Trust

Disorder and Crime

Note: Check boxes indicate a statistically significant association between the high school's score on the measure and the school-specific size of the change in 
the noted outcome measure in years when students live in proximity to homicide compared with years when they do not. Appendix D provides the estimated 
associations. Test score data is limited for high schools because fewer standardized tests are given; the relatively few associations between protectiveness and 
survey measures is likely due to this data limitation. Analysis was based on school by year observations from 2010–11 through 2018–19 for the 557 schools meeting 
the sample criterion discussed in Chapter 1. Analysis is based on more than 1.35 million student-school year survey responses and about 178,000 teacher-school 
year survey responses. The average survey response rates were 79% for the student survey and 75% for the teacher survey. Appendix Table A.1. provides year 
and survey specific response rates.
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trusting relationships among students, teachers, and 

school leadership. But what were the specific practices 

occurring in schools that supported stronger student 

and teacher reports? Chapter 6 examines reports from 

educators in three schools that were relatively more 

successful at mitigating the negative effects of living  

in close proximity to homicide, to show their strategies 

for supporting students exposed to traumatic events.
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CHAPTER 5 

The Experiences and Perspectives 
of Adults in Schools that Mitigated 
Declines in Student Outcomes 
We interviewed administrators, educators, and staff in three CPS high 
schools that mitigated the negative effects of proximity to homicide, 
identified through the quantitative analyses described on p.12 in  
Chapter 1. Our interviews focused on how adults organized and under-
stood their work, with particular attention to how they approached the 
task of supporting students.

Chapter 5 highlighted key features of the climate and 

organization in schools that mitigated the negative 

effects of proximity to homicide. In this chapter, we ex-

plore three themes that emerged from interviews with 

educators, administrators, and school staff in three of 

these high schools:

1. Administrators, classroom teachers, and school 

staff described the work of behavioral health teams 

(BHTs) as an integrated set of systems, structures,

and routines that closely coordinated the work

of adults around addressing students’ emotional 

wellness and mental health within a multi-tiered 

systems of support (MTSS) framework;

2. Administrators, educators, and school staff collec-

tively described a school-wide focus on intentionally

fostering and sustaining strong, trusting relation-

ships between students and adults, emphasizing 

the value of restorative and inclusive practices to 

build and maintain a sense of social connectedness; 

and

3. Administrators and classroom educators together 

described the importance of, and effort devoted to, 

creating and sustaining a practice of centering and

directly addressing students’ lived experiences 

through the development of culturally responsive 

curriculum and instructional practice.

The findings in this chapter are drawn from qualita-

tive data collected across the three CPS high schools. 

Of note, the measures of school organizational and 

climate analyzed in Chapter 4, Table 3 were not used to 

select these three high schools. However, researchers 

analyzed survey results from these three schools after 

selection to confirm that the selected schools shared 

the characteristics of schools that play a protective role, 

as described in Chapter 4.76  

This chapter provides a more detailed picture of 

what the practices and culture looked like in these three 

schools that had strong organizational climates and 

mitigated the negative effects of living in close proxim-

ity to homicide on students’ academic performance.

76	All high schools selected for qualitative study were stronger 
than average on measures of teacher-student trust, teacher 
collaboration, and reflective dialog and weaker than average  
on the measure of school safety. Two of the three schools  
were also stronger than average on measures of classroom 

disruption (reflecting lower levels of disruption), collective 
responsibility instructional leadership, program coherence,  
and teacher trust. For a full discussion of qualitative site  
selection and description of the interview sample, please  
also see Chapter 1.     
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What this data does—and 
doesn’t—offer
The experiences and perspectives of adults in these three 

schools are not representative across the school district; 

nor do they allow us to draw strong definite conclusions  

about what differentiates effective and ineffective 

schools. This analysis does not imply what educators 

should or should not do; rather, it underscores the notion 

that there are multiple pathways educators and schools 

may take to creating environments that mitigate the  

effects of living in close proximity to homicide on stu-

dents’ academic performance. Addition-ally, for practical 

and ethical reasons, the research team did not conduct 

interviews directly with students regarding their experi-

ences with either homicide (or violence more broadly), 

nor regarding the specific supports they did or did not 

receive in school. Families and caregivers were also not 

interviewed for this project, although a number of educa-

tors whom we interviewed drew attention to the impor-

tance of partnering closely with families and caregivers 

as well. For this reason, the analysis presented is limited 

to the experiences and perspectives of adults in schools. 

Adults’ reflections and this analysis expand our under-

standing of the choices adults make in their efforts to 

support students and the roles they may ultimately  

play in making schools responsive, healing-centered 

spaces for students. These findings are consistent with 

the quantitative analyses presented in the Chapter 4,  

which showed that across high schools, there were  

small declines in student outcomes in schools with 

strong school relationships and collaborative work.

1. Systematically addressing
emotional wellness and mental
health through Multi-tiered
Systems of Support (MTSS)
Educators in the three high schools described using  

MTSS to organize their responses to students’ emotional  

wellbeing and mental health needs. First described in a 

1996 article in the Journal of Emotional and Behavioral 

Health Disorders, MTSS is a research-based, tiered 

framework, intended to provide educators and school 

staff with guidelines for providing appropriate, tailored 

instruction and interventions to support all students’ 

success in school.77  Since its inception, MTSS has gained 

widespread acceptance and the framework was included 

in the 2015 federal Every Student Succeeds Act as a 

school-wide approach to increasing teacher effectiveness  

and increasing student achievement that integrates  

differentiated instruction and social-emotional learning 

supports in a tiered or targeted framework.78  In CPS, 

the district describes MTSS as “a framework that guides 

schools and teachers to provide appropriate instruction  

and interventions to ensure all students receive the 

education and supports they need to be successful in 

school.”79   “Tier 1” supports include core instruction and 

behavioral supports present for all students, while “tier 

2” and “tier 3” supports are progressively more intensive 

and targeted instruction and behavioral supports pro-

vided to small groups or individuals, respectively. In CPS, 

all schools are expected to implement behavioral health 

teams within an MTSS framework, per district policy.

At the school level, effective implementation of MTSS 

relies on the effective operation of interprofessional 

teams, often referred to in schools as ‘behavioral  

health teams’ (BHTs). BHTs are described in the re-

search literature as multi-disciplinary teams of adults 

that are conceived of as a strategy to maximize school 

mental health resources through collaboration among 

adults in using data to identify and match students with 

mental health needs to evidence-based interventions.80  

BHTs are tasked with assessing data on student per-

formance and behavior (e.g., attendance, GPAs, credit 

accumulation, behavioral infractions, referrals, etc.), 

engaging in root cause analyses, and collaboratively  

developing strategies and interventions to meet stu-

dents’ needs. The assumed strength of BHTs working 

within tiered support frameworks, such as MTSS, is 

that they enable adults to identify, address, and evalu-

ate the needs of individuals and groups of students in 

timely, targeted, and effective ways in order to ensure 

that all students receive effective, appropriate mental 

health services. 

77	Walker & Horner (1996).
78	Thurlow, Ghere, Lazarus, & Liu (2020); Walker & Horner (1996).

79	Chicago Public Schools (n.d.a.).
80	Raviv et al. (2022).
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Importantly, previous research on the implemen-

tation of expanded school mental health approaches, 

including MTSS and BHTs, notes a number of practical  

challenges to their effective use in schools. On the one  

hand, research evidence suggests that effective mental  

health services in schools can operate as a gateway 

through which students ultimately gain access to  

additional resources and supports.81  On the other 

hand, studies suggest that educators and schools may 

face significant challenges in implementing MTSS and 

BHTs, including issues with workforce capacity and 

training, as well as competing priorities (e.g., instruc-

tional goals), and difficulty sharing information across 

systems.82  Coordinating services across all three tiers 

is complex and difficult work and previous research 

suggests that educators and schools may struggle with 

inadequate guidance around selecting and implement-

ing interventions at different tiers, making it difficult 

to match students to appropriate services.83  Previous 

research suggests that educators and schools may also 

lack strong guidance on how to form and maintain 

effective multidisciplinary teams and that this may 

be particularly true in chronically under-resourced 

schools, which also frequently serve communities with 

limited access to mental health care more broadly.84  In 

spite of these issues, however, there is growing evidence 

to support the adoption and use of these approaches as 

effective means of expanding students’ access to mental 

health services in schools.85 

BHTs reported relying on trust and coordination  

between adults to systematically identify, monitor,  

and provide targeted supports for students’ emotional 

wellness and mental health within an MTSS framework. 

Within the three high schools, administrators, educa-

tors, and school staff described the deliberate use of 

BHTs to anchor and foster close, interconnected school-

wide networks of adults that focused intently on moni-

toring students’ emotional wellness and mental health. 

As interprofessional teams often led by counselors, 

interviewees described BHTs as playing a critical role in 

not only monitoring student wellness, but also in orga-

nizing communication across educators in the schools 

and supporting their collaboration in addressing student 

needs. As one counselor explained, members of BHTs 

intentionally placed themselves at the center of care-

fully coordinated, consistent communication efforts, 

designed both to prevent students from falling through 

the cracks and to coordinate adults’ responses:

“I’m glued to my phone… and I think that’s what 

the teachers really appreciate. And that’s why  

they say ‘The counselors are awesome!’ We keep 

them updated. They’re not [out of] the loop with 

anything. And vice versa… I’ll update teachers  

that say ‘the student was gone.’ And I’ll send an 

email to all [that student’s] teachers—'Hey, [this] 

student was absent—please allow them to make  

up any work.’ That’s the communication with  

[the teachers].”

Members of BHTs described their work as not only 

emphasizing clear, consistent communication, but also 

as focused on building and sustaining strong, underly-

ing relationships between adults to cement systematic 

responses to student needs. As one counselor on a BHT 

at a different school explained, she focused deliberately 

on creating rapport and building a foundation of trust 

with her colleagues early in the year in order to support 

their shared work with students:  

“So, up front, literally the first week [of school], I 

made a point to [build trust] and just share [with 

teachers] why I’m here, who I am. [Let them know 

that] if they have any questions, [they can] email 

or find me. This is my room number. Whatever. 

And I think that over time, they have come to know 

that when something happens, I will be listening 

to them.… I’m always present if a crisis does come 

up... And they will contact me when things happen… 

[because]… I will follow up [immediately]. I’m not 

just like, ‘Oh, okay. I’ll take of that later.’”  

81	 Farmer, Burns, Phillips, Angold, & Costello (2003); Raviv et al. 
(2022).

82	Mellin, Taylor, & Weist (2014); Raviv et al. (2022); Stephan, 
Weist, Kataoka, Adelsheim, & Mills (2007).

83	Anderson & Borgmeier (2010); Domitrovich et al. (2008); 
Eiraldi et al. (2019); Raviv et al. (2022).

84	Kittelman, McIntosh, & Hoselton (2019); Raviv et al. (2022); 
Taylor & Adelman (2000).

85	Farmer et al. (2003); Raviv et al. (2022).



UCHICAGO Consortium Research Report  |  Mitigating the Academic Impacts of Proximity to Homicide 33

Trust between adults was critically important to  

how they understood and experienced the work of BHTs.  

As interviewees described it, the combination of up-front, 

transparent communication between adults and being 

consistently present for students was core to the work of 

clearly articulating, coordinating, and reliably executing 

plans to support students identified as in need. In turn, 

communication, trust, and coordination across adults 

was seen as key to ensuring that the work of BHTs was 

understood to be shared work across all staff, rather than 

the siloed responsibilities of a handful of counselors or 

administrators. This set of approaches contributed to a 

general view of BHTs in these three schools as a transpar-

ent, well-understood, and reliable pathway to ensuring 

that students’ needs were being met. As one classroom 

educator explained, “I know that if I ever can’t handle a 

situation… if this is something that’s simply beyond my 

scope as a teacher… I know exactly who to reach out to.”  

The high degree of transparency and trust in these 

systems was also viewed as critical to their effective-

ness in monitoring and identifying students’ needs, 

on the one hand, and matching them to appropriate 

resources and supports, on the other. Adults we inter-

viewed felt that high levels of trust among members of 

the BHT was especially important to sustaining their 

ongoing engagement with the emotionally difficult  

work of supporting students, particularly in school  

contexts that often appeared on the surface to be  

defined a constant collision of high, unmet student  

need and perennially constrained and insufficient 

resources. In order to keep adults invested in the face 

of the many challenges students were facing, BHTs had 

to create and sustain the common conviction that their 

work was not only shared, but strategic and impactful.  

During the COVID-19 pandemic and the move to 

remote learning, interviewees reported that many of 

these dense, interconnected networks of adult relation-

ships and coordinated responses became significantly 

more difficult to maintain. Though BHTs worked to 

transfer their formal coordination of MTSS into the 

remote context, some people felt that many of the 

core practices of communication, rapport building, 

and close collaboration among adults in schools were 

disrupted and strained. Where their efforts to support 

and sustain communication and coordination across 

adults were absent or less effective, even in schools that 

remained protective for students, educators came to 

view MTSS as less effective in meeting students’ needs.

One classroom educator explained that, in the midst 

of the pandemic and the move to remote and hybrid 

work, without that close communication and coordina-

tion among adults, MTSS sometimes came to seem like 

“an empty hole” into which they threw referral after 

referral, with little sense of “who will reply at the end of 

it.” Adults’ sense of isolation from each other, as well as 

from their students, seemed to almost palpably unwind 

BHTs’ careful work of creating and sustaining those 

dense, interconnected networks that appeared to be  

so critical to the impactful implementation of MTSS in 

our three field site schools.

Adults described closely coordinated provision of  

tier 2 and tier 3 services via ongoing partnerships 

with external, community-based organizations (CBOs) 

and service providers to extend the impact of limited 

resources. Administrators, educators, and school staff 

(e.g., counselors, social workers) described operating 

within contexts of seemingly extreme resource con-

straint. Schools in our qualitative sample typically had 

at least one, and often more than one, full-time coun-

selor and social worker. These individuals were often 

described as critically important to the larger work 

of the school and were frequently placed at the center 

of descriptions of the work of BHTs. However, there 

was a broad awareness across adults we interviewed 

that although having dedicated, full-time behavioral 

health professionals on staff was critically important, 

students’ emotional wellness and mental health needs 

significantly exceeded what even a well-staffed team, 

much less a single individual, could effectively address. 

As a result, close, coordinated work between BHTs and 

external organizations around tier 2 and tier 3 service 

provision were described as a vital means of extending 

the capacity of schools to address students’ needs. As 

one counselor explained, part of the work of the BHT 

also included organizing and coordinating partnerships 

with external, CBO providers, many of whom provided 

tier 2 and tier 3 services directly to students, but  

otherwise lacked mechanisms for sharing information 

or coordinating efforts to serve particular students:
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“We talk about [coordination] in the BHT. We have 

a monthly meeting where it’s an open meeting 

[and] we invite all [of our community] partners 

just so that they [can] share any updates. We have 

BAM and WOW [that] comes in; we have YMCA… 

They [all] come in like, ‘Hey, these are the trends 

that we’re seeing’ or visa versa.  [Sometimes] they 

need help from us.” 86

These types of close, coordinated partnerships  

between BHTs and CBOs were described as present 

in all three schools in which we conducted fieldwork. 

Within the MTSS framework, these partnerships 

typically focused on extending schools’ capacity by 

providing additional tier 2 and tier 3 services. In some 

instances, these CBO partnerships were character-

ized as allowing these schools to provide additional 

services and/or accommodations to students above and 

beyond what the school itself was otherwise able and/

or legally required to provide. In other instances, CBO 

partnerships were described as allowing these schools 

to increase the number of students receiving tier 2 and 

tier 3 services, beyond what the school had resources to 

sustain. Although in some instances these partnerships 

were longer-running over a period of years, many of the 

connections between schools and CBOs were contingent 

on the availability of resources to support the CBOs’ in-

volvement. As a result, partnerships between CBOs and 

schools were vital, but periodically unstable parts of the 

infrastructure within these school communities.

The ability to deepen available services and expand 

services to larger numbers of students were viewed as 

valuable dimensions of CBO partnership in all three of 

these schools. However, administrators were particular-

ly aware that deepening and extending targeted services 

at tiers 2 and 3 did not necessarily lead to the develop-

ment of a coherent, integrated school-wide program 

that served all students at tier 1. As valuable as tier 2 and 

tier 3 services clearly were in our sample schools, one 

school administrator explained how limited their impact 

remained on most students, as well as on the long-run 

development of the school community as a whole:

“So many of those things that have been prescribed 

along the way—we have seen so many of them come 

and go. So many initiatives. So many agencies or 

organizations that have played key role in one  

moment and then disappeared the next… because 

very few really take the time to understand what it 

means when we say “a student’s lived experience” 

or “affirming students” [racial] or cultural identity.”

In addition to administrators’ concerns about the 

limited impact of focusing heavily on their schools’  

tier 2 and 3 services, counselors expressed similar 

concerns about both the impact of that focus on their 

workload, and their effectiveness in meaningfully  

shifting students’ experience across the school as a 

whole. In most instances, counselors and social work-

ers in these schools described investing heavily in the 

communication and coordination of BHTs to support 

student services, and splitting time individually serving 

large caseloads, often of 100 students or more. In addi-

tion, counselors and social workers described bearing 

the primary responsibility for managing the substantial 

volume of paperwork and documentation associated 

with planning and delivering services to students. This 

complex burden of planning, delivering, coordinating, 

and monitoring/documenting the extension of more 

targeted and intensive tier 2 and tier 3 services often 

left counselors in these schools feeling like they had 

little time and energy, as well as insufficient resources, 

to support the development and implementation of 

school-wide (tier 1) efforts aimed at all students:

“It’s really tough, trying to build relationships 

[with students and teachers]… we’re trying to be 

in the classrooms more often, collaborate with 

teachers, show face in as many different settings 

[as we can], but it’s definitely a challenge… We 

have a lot of paperwork. A big part of the job is 

documentation and data analysis and intervention 

planning—things that happen behind the scenes 

that then take away [from] the time that we have 

to be proactively reaching out to students. I wish 

that [reaching out to students] were the only part 

86	Becoming a Man (BAM) and Working on Womanhood (WOW) are 
school-based youth counseling programs run by Youth Guidance.

https://www.youth-guidance.org
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of the job, but unfortunately, I also lead our behav-

ioral health team and there’s a lot that comes with 

that, coordinating partnerships… it’s time-consum-

ing and gets in the way of what we’re able to do 

directly with kids.”

Adults felt confident in providing coordinated, targeted 

tier 2 and tier 3 services, but struggled more to define, 

develop, and implement coherent, school-wide tier 1 

programs. Administrators, educators, and school staff 

were confident and clear in articulating their approach 

to and practices of BHTs to support coordination and 

service delivery to students identified as needing tier 

2 and tier 3 services. This familiarity and confidence 

contrasted sharply with their individual and collec-

tive frustration with the limitations of their efforts 

to develop and implement effective school-wide (tier 

1) efforts aimed at all students. Many of the services 

provided at tier 2 and tier 3, whether by school staff or 

through coordinated CBO partnerships, were discrete, 

manualized, a la carte interventions. In contrast, 

administrators and BHT members characterized tier 1 

efforts as ambiguous, longer-term, and multi-pronged 

investments with frequently unclear or seemingly 

uncertain outcomes. In many instances, interviewees 

loosely described vaguely complementary approaches 

to mixing and matching restorative justice approaches, 

social emotional learning curricula, and trauma-in-

formed practices together under the tier 1 umbrella, but

without a clear, concrete articulation of the fit between 

the various pieces. 

One administrator paused to call out their analysis 

of their own internal data, which showed how ineffective  

efforts to tie things like students’ attendance and GPAs 

to incentives like school dances and other special privi-

leges had been. Those sorts of incentive-focused strate-

gies to create school-wide supports for students, he 

explained, “are a lot of work… cost us a lot of money, and 

we don’t get a lot of bang for our buck.” Pointing to their 

work at tier 2 and tier 3 as a strength, he continued:  

“those students typically self-identify based on their  

behavior,”  enabling adults to wrap around them and  

ramp up targeted supports as needed. Tier 1 school- 

wide efforts, on the other hand, represented a major 

weakness, which he characterized as “very lacking,” 

largely because it consisted of little more than small, 

disconnected initiatives, “but nothing that’s really meaty.”  

The perception that students “self-identify” for tier 

2 and tier 3 supports based on behavior was a consistent 

theme across interviews in all three of the high schools in 

which we collected data. This belief appeared to reflect 

the logic of BHTs’ practice of closely monitoring data on 

student performance and particularly student behavior—

often classroom educators’ assessments of that behavior, 

rather than any direct observation of it—as a proxy for 

mental health needs and a pretext for referral to tier 2 

and tier 3 services. When adults described their practices, 

tier 2 and 3 services appeared to be a response to student 

behavior. In contrast, adults’ thinking about tier 1  

reflected a focus on preventative measures, aimed at  

reducing the need for tier 2 and tier 3 services. Further, 

that a tier 1 school-wide approach to responding to stu-

dents emotional and mental wellbeing should be ground-

ed in efforts to substantively improve relationships across 

the school community. As one administrator observed, 

even the most effective triage and case management  

system imaginable would be unlikely to fundamentally 

shift the entire school community:

“We have referrals [for tier 2 and 3]; there’s a referral  

process. And if something [is] outside the scope of 

someone’s work here [at the school], we connect 

students and families with external resources and 

partners. And we do work with BAM and WOW and 

other agencies within the school to provide maybe 

more intensive interventions. But ultimately, it’s not 

okay, or feasible, to think that a counseling team… 

and social workers… even though that’s a lot more 

than most schools have… are going to really do 

anything super effective [for school-wide impact]. 

You’re not going to bring anything to scale.”

These remarks reflected the prevailing sense of 

adults in the schools where we conducted interviews; 

that tier 2 and tier 3 services were simultaneously  

essential and insufficient. Adults reflected on the  

importance of having what they often described as  

a “targeted impact” on those smaller groups and  

individual students who required the most resource- 

and time-intensive forms of support. But many adults 

we interviewed also pointed to important, albeit less  
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formally coordinated efforts taking place among  

educators and students within classrooms. Adults 

across these three schools emphasized the importance 

of school-wide efforts to attend directly to students in 

their classrooms in real time. As the next two sections 

demonstrate, the work occurring within classrooms  

to sustain relationships with students and center stu-

dents’ lived experiences was characterized as essential 

to connecting efforts at tier 2 and tier 3 to the broader 

work of addressing students school-wide at tier 1. 

2. Intentionally fostering and
sustaining inclusive, trusting
relationships
The experiences and perspectives of adults in the three 

high schools where we conducted interviews suggest 

that the quality of relationships and support students 

experienced in their schools reflected considerable 

time, energy, and creativity on the part of adults in 

those schools. The educators we interviewed repeatedly  

emphasized the value they placed on fostering and sus-

taining strong, trusting relationships with students.  

This emphasis on trust and connection extended into 

specific efforts to adopt empathetic and holistic ori-

entations to students’ social-emotional needs and to 

prioritize inclusive responses to students’ behavior in 

classrooms and schools.    

Educators and school staff reported intentionally  

fostering and deepening trusting relationships by 

adopting an empathetic and holistic orientation  

toward the social-emotional needs of all students. 

While mental health providers on BHTs often centered 

the importance of relationships and trust in clinical 

settings, educators and administrators also described a 

broader emphasis on adopting empathetic and holistic 

orientations toward students’ social-emotional needs 

in order to promote a stronger sense of interconnection 

and belonging.  

As one administrator explained, a multi-tiered ser-

vice framework like MTSS can help provide guidance  

around how to support individual students with specific 

needs, but “at some point,” the work of adults in schools 

is more fundamentally about “developmental relation-

ships… about understanding your role and your place 

in the world of a particular student.” The emphasis on 

relationships and trust between adults and students, 

he explained, formed the core of their school-wide 

approach to responding to student needs and in fact, 

underpinned more targeted efforts in classrooms and 

clinical settings:

“We focus heavily on relationships and whenever 

things start to break down, the first thing I ask is 

‘So what is your relationship with this child? What 

do we know about them outside of school? What 

is their home life like?’ These are the questions we 

ask, because if you don’t know the child, then I 

don’t know how you expect us to really get far in 

our interventions. So, our interventions are going 

to be based on relationships. That’s it.”

 Adults in the three high schools in which we con-

ducted interviews described efforts to leverage adults 

who were strong social connectors or enjoyed particu-

larly close, trusting relationships with students. As one 

educator observed, adults in her school were frequently 

in the habit of asking each other “Hey, who knows this 

kid?” in order to figure out who among them they could 

rely on to reach students in need of support. Adults in 

the school, she continued, also believed it was their  

collective responsibility to “creating space” for students’ 

emotional lives within classrooms and the school. Inter- 

viewees characterized this intentional relational work 

as a complement to the frequently more focused, data-

driven monitoring of students that BHTs regularly 

engaged in. One teacher described her work in the  

classroom as “empathetic listening,” explaining that  

her focus was less on “asking probing questions” but 

more just on “creating a space [for students] to express 

themselves, [to] let me know what’s going on, and how it 

feels.” Short of beginning more formal processes of  

referring students in distress to existing structures  

like the BHT—which might escalate a situation while 

also pulling in additional resources and supports—a 

number of adults described just listening directly  

and without judgment to students. One administrator 

described his practice as: 

“Just being an ear for [students]. A lot of these 

things [that they’re experiencing], they cannot 

control. The thing that I think I have deal with most 



UCHICAGO Consortium Research Report  |  Mitigating the Academic Impacts of Proximity to Homicide 37

[with students] is processing. Processing those 

things—kids try to blame themselves for things 

happening. And it’s like, ‘No, this has nothing to  

do with you.’ They have some guilt… I make sure 

that I ask them the proper questions, give them 

the time to vent, give advice, just make sure they 

feel comfortable in the space [so that they can do 

the things they need to do].”

Educators and school staff reported emphasizing 

restorative responses to students that fostered and 

maintained a sense of connectedness and relational 

trust. Building on their descriptions of intentional 

investments in creating strong, trusting relationships 

with students, educators across the three high schools 

in which we conducted interviews also underscored 

their view of the importance of creating policies and 

practices in classrooms that emphasized creating and 

maintaining connection and relationship between 

adults and young people. In particular, the educators we 

interviewed highlighted the importance of maintaining 

and/or restoring connection with students through-

out and particularly after conflicts, disagreements, or 

disruptions emerged in the classroom. One educator 

described how his classroom practice had evolved to 

more deliberately slow down, to focus on, and to center 

students’ experiences in addressing disruption. As he 

explained:

“I’m able to zoom in and zoom out. I’m able to 

listen and then zoom out and try to see, “What is 

actually being said here? How can I distill the  

actual issue that’s going on here?” In that instance, 

the impulse is just to keep moving on, but if you 

can find a space to figure out what's going on…  

it’s really helpful.” 

Educators in the three high schools repeatedly reported 

using restorative practices, such as talking circles, peer  

mediation, and reparative consequences to create inclu-

sive, supportive classroom communities that downplayed 

reliance on exclusionary disciplinary practices, such an  

in- or out-of-school suspensions. Restorative justice  

approaches are broadly described in the literature in  

terms of a clear emphasis on collectively repairing harm, 

rather than punishing individuals for actions that disrupt 

or damage the community in some form or fashion.87 

Evidence on the effectiveness of restorative justice  

approaches in schools suggests that such practices may 

have positive impacts on school climate and produce  

reductions in misconduct and the use of exclusionary  

discipline (e.g., suspensions, expulsions).88   

Among interviewees, the use of restorative responses 

was described as another opportunity for educators to 

intentionally orchestrate classroom community and, 

as one interviewee put it, a chance “to develop a second 

family for student[s]. “You have 30 other people in a room 

that can be a family to this kid,” that can support them, 

he explained. As interviewees observed, students who 

were struggling needed more resources and supports, 

not fewer. The emphasis on restorative responses to 

students was also repeatedly and explicitly cited as 

important to reducing educators’ reliance on excluding 

students from classrooms or from school. As another 

educator explained: 

“I really try to develop a classroom environment 

where work can take place. I’m not a fan of hand-

ing students off no matter how bad it gets. I really 

try to make it a point to never send a kid down to 

the dean’s office. The one time that I did, I went 

with the student. I sat down there in the office with 

her to talk it out and stuff. Obviously, I want to 

recognize my limitations and where I’ve reached 

a point where it’s like, ‘okay this is a big, big deal. 

I probably need to work with somebody else right 

now. I need somebody else to help me support this 

student.’ But I really do try…”

In addition to promoting a strong sense of inclusive 

classroom community and reducing educators’ reliance 

on exclusionary disciplinary practices, interviewees 

also believed that restorative responses to students 

reduced the burden placed on other structures within 

87	Pavelka (2013).
88	Darling-Hammond, Fronius, Sutherland, Guckenburg, Petrosino, 

& Hurley (2020).
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the school, including counselors and the BHTs. By em-

phasizing connectedness and inclusivity at the class-

room level through restorative responses to students, 

educators in the three schools described that they freed 

up the time and energy of other adults in the school to 

focus more resources and support on the smaller num-

ber of students with more acute needs.  

Beyond the classroom, counselors and community 

partners in the three high schools often explicitly 

highlighted similar efforts to build strong, mutualistic, 

and trusting relationships with students. A community 

partner who facilitated small group counseling sessions  

in one of the schools explained that his effort to be  

responsive to students often resonated quickly with 

them. “They understand that it’s a love and respect rela-

tionship,” he offered. As a result, he explained, students 

become “open to discuss with me anything that’s pertain-

ing to their personal life.” The emphasis on openness and 

trust in the efforts of community partners paralleled 

efforts of educators in classrooms to reduce reliance 

on punitive, exclusionary disciplinary practices. The 

same individual reflected that, while students may not 

always appreciate the effort in the moment, the deliber-

ate emphasis on restorative responses to students over 

time reinforced a sense of mutualism and trust between 

adults and young people.  He explained:

“As much as they complain and might not like 

when we redirect them or we have restorative  

justice practices, they may not like it sometimes, 

but however, they appreciate it because it’s what 

gives us the respect… So being honest with them 

is actually what makes the job more warm and  

welcoming because they become open to you at 

all places and times.” 

Taken together, educators across the three schools 

viewed restorative responses to students in classrooms 

as a way to foster and maintain students’ connection 

to their classrooms, their peers, and to their teach-

ers. Educators and staff across the three schools 

underscored the value of explicit efforts to downplay 

excluding students from classrooms and schools when 

and where disruptions did occur, noting that it both 

reinforced a sense of mutual respect between adults 

and young people and kept students in the classrooms 

where they belonged. The extensive discussion of 

restorative responses to students was noteworthy for 

all it contained, but also for what it lacked. Across all 29 

interviews, including conversations with administra-

tors, classroom educators, counselors, and community 

partners alike, interviewees rarely characterized stu-

dents as “disruptive” or “misbehaved,” nor used phrases 

such as “misconduct” or “discipline.” 

Centering and addressing  
students’ lived experiences  
through curriculum and instruction. 
In our interviews, classroom educators in particular 

described deliberate efforts to center students’ lived 

experiences through curriculum and instruction, as 

means to create relevant, engaging experiences within 

the classroom. These classroom experiences, in turn, 

were also explicitly intended to foster the development of 

students’ own critical awareness of the world and events 

surrounding them.

Adults reported centering and addressing students’ 

lived experiences in classrooms in order to foster  

students’ engagement and encourage critical analyses 

of their experiences outside of school. As one educator  

explained, particularly against the backdrop of the  

COVID-19 pandemic and the emergence of nationwide 

protests taking place at the same time against policy  

violence directed at people of color, these choices were 

not in lieu of addressing traditional course content, but 

rather represented efforts to deliberately position the 

school and its classrooms at the center of students’  

efforts to make sense of the forces shaping their lives:

“[We’re] educating kids, not just on like algebra, 

but like educating them on things that matter 

to them and impact their day- to -day lives. I’m 

thinking, like our civics class, which is a junior 

level class: they did like a whole unit on social 

movements and forms of protest and civil dis-

obedience… that’s what the kids were learning 

about and engaging with… [We’re] thinking about 

schools as the place where, you know, students 

become connected to people, to resources, to 

ideas… it’s a beautiful picture.”
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As another teacher explained, students’ lives are  

“impacted by a lot of racial issues, by a lot of policing issues, 

a lot of gun violence.” For many students, schools and 

classrooms are critically important spaces for “validating  

their experiences and giving them space to express them-

selves.” The use of curriculum and instruction to create 

supportive spaces for meaning making, she concluded, 

“gives [students] a way to deal with,” to make sense of, and 

to respond constructively to what are often emotionally 

difficult and deeply unsettling experiences.

The practice of centering students’ lived experiences 

in curriculum and instruction, however important, 

remained something that many teachers described as 

difficult, demanding, and ongoing work for them, per-

sonally and professionally. For many teachers, particu-

larly those teaching across differences of race and class, 

the challenge of centering their students’ lived experi-

ences forced them into complex, sometimes difficult 

reflections on how their own identities and their own 

lived experiences as young people in schools shaped 

their expectations and behavior in the classroom. As 

one teacher explained, “trying to be sensitive to what’s 

happening in the kids’ lives… in [developing] lessons,” 

working to center students’ lived experiences outside 

of school in their work within in, required teachers to 

confront many of their own assumptions about their 

students, about what their lives were actually like. In 

turn, she explained, that confrontation pushed teachers 

to reflect on how they approached and interacted with 

students, altering not only what teachers taught and 

how, but also an entire manner of relating to students 

(discussed in greater detail on p. 37 in the section  

describing restorative practices).

Teachers described the work of centering students’ lived 

experiences and supporting their analyses and sense-mak-

ing as a discipline that required careful, sustained personal 

and professional reflection. As one teacher asserted, that 

reflective work is “super important” and constant. She  

described her own sustained practice of reflection—keeping  

notes and journaling; producing what she described as 

“written testimony” for herself of her own experiences 

working to develop opportunities and supports for students’  

sense making—as critically important to “create[ing]  

sustainable change and awareness.” The reflective work,  

the work of building classrooms that respond to and sup-

port students’ efforts to make sense of their lives beyond 

school, she explained bluntly, “starts with me.”  

Adults described intentionally soliciting, engaging, 

and incorporating students’ voices and leadership 

into the design and execution of classroom activities. 

Interviewees described how centering students lived 

experience in curriculum development and classroom 

instruction required them to engage students as part-

ners in design. The educators we interviewed described 

actively working to encourage and support students in 

choosing topics and activities directly connected to  

the current and historical realities of their lives, their 

families, and their communities. As with efforts to 

center students’ lived experiences in curriculum and 

instruction, educators and school staff frequently  

described the work of incorporating student voice  

and leadership in their classrooms as a disruptive, 

challenging, but ultimately vital force in making (and 

remaking) their classrooms to be more responsive to 

their students’ intellectual and emotional sense-making  

needs. One educator explained the interconnected 

nature of the challenge facing adults in making class-

rooms and schools more responsive to students:

“If we want everything to be centered around 

young people, adults have to learn to step back. 

I think that that’s a big lesson that it’s hard for 

adults to do, and I think that when you start to do 

that, there’s a whole other brilliance that happens 

and it’s addicting. It’s like you can never go back. 

But until you make that decision, it’s so hard for 

adults to release control in that way.”

Educators and school staff described moves toward  

including students in meaningful, consequential 

decision-making around a range of issues. In one of  

the three schools, an administrator noted that efforts  

to include students as design partners in the work of the 

school had extended beyond not only choices about cur-

riculum and instruction, but also to ongoing discussions 

regarding grading and other aspects of school policy. 

Beginning from more modest efforts to engage students 

in designing classroom projects around their own lived 

experiences and interests, he explained, students were 

now regularly included as members of a number of  

committees, reviewing, discussing, and sometimes 
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modifying school policy alongside and in partnership 

with their teachers and administrators.

These efforts were challenging for educators and 

administrators alike, often running counter to long-

established ways of organizing and wielding authority  

in classrooms and schools. One educator reflected 

that although “there [was] generally an effort to include 

students” in decision-making, the school itself was still 

struggling to create what they described as a culture 

of inclusion. “There have been a lot of times this year,” 

the same teacher reflected, “where decisions are being 

made and someone will bring up… ‘What do students think 

about this? Shouldn’t we ask the people that we’re planning 

this for?”  Educators across these three high schools 

reflected on the power and promise of this approach.  

During the pandemic, efforts were made to center not 

only the lived experiences but also the voice and leader-

ship of students as well. The educators and school staff in 

our sample described the active role that student leaders 

in their schools took in organizing efforts to support 

families across the school and the wider communities 

served. In one school, student leaders organized a food 

pantry that provided groceries to families experiencing 

sporadic unemployment and food insecurity as a result 

of the pandemic. The food pantry was underwritten by a 

mutual aid society, itself set up and funded by students 

and teachers together at the school.  

Educators reported adopting pedagogical approaches 

designed to center and honor students’ cultural identities.  

In addition to centering the lived experiences of students  

and actively incorporating student voice and leadership 

into the design of curriculum, instruction, and school 

policy, the educators and school staff in our sample 

also extended those practices by adopting culturally-

responsive and culturally-sustaining pedagogies that 

centered and honored students’ cultural identities and 

cultural wealth. Educators and administrators of color 

in those three schools reflected on the strong sense 

of affinity that guided their affirmations of students’ 

cultural identities and cultural wealth. One Latina 

educator reflected on the way in which affirming her 

students’ cultural identity and cultural wealth in and 

through her teaching represented a commitment to 

fully realizing students’ agency and potential in her 

classroom, but also far beyond it:

“That is what I have experienced, what I have seen 

other people, my people, experience is that when 

we are affirmed in who we are in our identity and 

when we are strong in what we know, and who we 

are, and where we come from, the sky's the limit 

… [Students] should determine what that is. That’s 

my thing. Not other people determining what that 

is. That is our autonomy, that is our sovereignty, 

and that’s our self-determination.”

Educators believed that affirming students’ cultural 

identities was connected to recognizing and realizing 

their agency, their potential, and their humanity. They 

also described how this approach to curriculum and 

instruction could be transformative, extending beyond 

creating classrooms and school spaces that were merely 

responsive to the experiences and needs of students.  

As a Latino administrator reflected:

“It is mind blowing to be able to then organize, or 

reorganize the school to really reflect a student's 

lived experience. Because in that lived experience, 

there is so much hope and so much power, so 

much resilience, a lot of pain, but a lot of love. And 

all of that is in that student’s humanity. And if I can 

create a school where that humanity is not only 

validated, it’s recognized, but lifted up, then that 

student, even [if] he had just experienced some-

thing violent, will rise above that. Will rise above 

that. And knowing that [our school community] 

had a role to play in that is really what moves me.”

While educators and administrators of color reflected 

on the strong sense of racial and cultural affinity that 

guided their approaches, the White teachers we inter-

viewed more often reflected on their status as privileged 

outsiders in many of the school communities in which 

they served. As one White male educator explained:

“At the end of the day, we are here to serve students. 

I don’t live in this community, and I know a lot of 

our teachers don’t… I look at it as I’m an honored 

guest in this community, and it is my job to serve 

the community and not think that I am any type 

of savior, or here to fix anyone, or… I know that 

there are so many assets and just a wealth of  
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historic knowledge, cultural knowledge, wisdom, 

innovation, especially here in [this community]… 

I am here really in service of the school and the 

school community. And I have seen how brilliant 

and innovative and creative our young people are, 

and that inspires me, and our adults too.”

“My job [as a teacher],” he continued, “is really trying to 

surface and tap into [students’] talents and then help make 

connections and create opportunities for those to be show-

cased,” for students, their families, and their communities 

to be affirmed, and for those talents to translate into  

contributions beyond the classroom and the school.  

The understanding of teaching as facilitative, rather 

than merely didactic, represented a core element of  

the culturally-responsive and sustaining pedagogical 

approach described in interviews across these three 

high schools. This facilitative, culturally-engaged 

stance was reflected multiple times over in educators’ 

rejection of deficit-based, damage-centering narratives 

about students, their families, and their communities. 

As one Latinx educator explained, repudiating the view 

of students as “empty vessels, or at best, broken vessels 

that need to be fixed” was at the core of recognizing and 

capitalizing on the wealth “of creativity, of history, of 

knowledge, and experiences and skills” that students, 

families, and communities bring to schools every day. 

The work of teaching, she continued, “[is] not about fill-

ing anything up,” but rather, consists daily of “learning 

where [students] are at” in their development and then 

“building them up in the process.”
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Interpretive Summary 
This report offers evidence that schools can, and do, mitigate the 
negative impacts of adversity that young people experience. At the  
same time, this is complex, resource-intensive, and emotionally-taxing 
work—requiring time, resources and intentional strategies.    

Elected, civic, and community leaders in Chicago and 

across the country can consider:

To create greater educational equity in Chicago,  

there is a clear need for greater public investment 

in addressing the epidemic of gun violence and the 

broader, longstanding historical disinvestment in 

communities of color throughout the city. Violence in 

Chicago, as elsewhere, is closely associated with long-

standing and intentionally racialized policies of social 

and economic isolation and neglect that have systemati-

cally concentrated poverty and hardship in communities 

of color over generations. Chicago remains one of the 

most racially segregated cities in the U.S. The concentra-

tion of high levels of crime, gun violence, and homicide 

in many of those same communities is not incidental. 

These patterns of violence and poverty directly influ-

ence student achievement on multiple dimensions, and 

we found long-term effects on test scores of living in 

close proximity to violence that accumulate over time. 

The findings from this report suggest that educators  

and schools can play important roles in the lives of 

young people who live in communities experiencing 

high levels of violence. 

But while schools can play a vital role, it is critical 

to recognize that the will and the resources to address 

the scope and scale of the violence occurring in Chicago 

must necessarily be significantly wider than the school 

system alone. These efforts must be significant to turn  

the tide against an epidemic of gun violence that remains 

centered in some of the most economically and socially 

isolated communities in the city. Responsibility for ad-

dressing—and more importantly, preventing—violence 

and its disparate impacts, particularly in communities 

of color, must become a far more broadly shared mission 

across the city as a whole.  

Insulating students from harm and promoting their 

resilience requires intentional, coordinated, and 

sustained effort. Schools can play a role in the lives of 

students who experience adversity in their lives outside 

of school. Schools that mitigated the negative effects 

of proximity to homicide were marked by well-coordi-

nated systems of support, including behavioral health 

teams, and by strong, creative, and comprehensive 

approaches to building and sustaining relational trust. 

The intentional, coordinated, and sustained efforts of 

educators matter and, as this report shows, can mitigate 

some of the well-established negative effects of living 

in close proximity to homicide on students’ academic 

trajectories. However, as this report highlights, the 

experiences and perspectives of educators working in 

schools that appeared to mitigate the negative effects 

of proximity to homicide suggest that this work is dif-

ficult and emotionally exhausting. Even in schools that 

mitigated the impact of adversity, educators frequently 

felt that their work was insufficient and that they were 

somehow not doing enough. The complexity of the work 
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and the level of sustained coordination required to  

provide this level of support and care for students is  

terrific and takes an enormous toll on the adults who 

take responsibility for providing it.

Building strong, effective school culture and climate 

remains one of the most important and most basic 

elements of creating more responsive, resilient school 

communities. While specific evidence-based interven-

tions and programs exist to extend the efforts of school 

leaders, educators, and staff, the findings from this  

report also highlight the importance of sustained 

investment in building the fundamental quality of 

schools’ culture and climate. Strong school culture  

and climate across multiple measures was consistently 

associated with schools’ ability to mitigate the negative  

effects of living in close geographical proximity to  

homicide on students’ academic performance.  

Providing resources and supports for the mental health 

and wellness of adults is a vital investment in the suc-

cess of efforts to create responsive, student-centered 

school communities. The mental health, wellness, and 

resilience of adults (e.g., administrators, educators, school 

staff, community partners, and families and caregivers, 

etc.) is also a vitally important resource for creating and 

sustaining protective, thriving school communities. In 

schools that were more successful at mitigating the nega-

tive effects of proximity to homicide, we saw evidence 

of adults’ efforts to build trust with students, but also to 

support and build trust with one another in the face of dif-

ficult work. Previous studies show how educators are also 

affected by their students’ ACES outside of school. Terms 

like vicarious or “secondary” trauma have been used to 

describe the ways in which the mental health, wellness, 

and job performance of educators can be negatively af-

fected by the impact of unaddressed adversity and stress 

in the lives of students.89  A number of the school leaders 

and educators we interviewed for this project reflected on 

the emotional toll that their work with students took on 

them. Against the backdrop of media coverage of educator 

burnout and growing teacher turnover across the country, 

these reflections suggest that there is considerable work 

to be done ensuring that the approaches developed to 

ensure students’ mental health and wellness also include 

resources and supports for the adults who care for them, 

as well. The needs of families and caregivers must also be 

addressed more broadly, keeping in mind that they are 

experiencing the stresses of living in close proximity to 

homicide themselves, while also managing myriad other 

challenges at the same time. Families and caregivers 

remain a primary resource for students and they require 

investment and support.

Strong, effective school leadership plays an important 

role creating school communities that respond consis-

tently to the needs of students experiencing adversity. 

As shown in Chapter 4, the degree to which educators in 

a school believed their principal communicated a clear 

vision, understood what was happening in their class-

rooms, held clear, high expectations for their practice, 

and supported them professionally all were associated 

with whether a school mitigated the negative effects of 

adversity. The extent to which educators believed their 

principals afforded them a meaningful say in school 

policy, including over how the school approached  

curricular and instructional decisions as well as how it 

responded to student behavior, was also directly related 

to the capacity of schools to mitigate the negative impact 

of adversity on students’ performance. Educators’ belief 

that their principals provided coordination, consistency, 

and continuity in setting, implementing, and coordinat-

ing programs and approaches within the school was also 

characteristic of schools that insulated students from 

the negative effects of proximity to homicide. Strong 

trust between educators and principals appeared to be 

a critical resource that distinctively marked the climate 

and organization of these schools. The role of the prin-

cipal in setting a vision and coordinating work across 

programs and teams is particularly important given the 

need for effective approaches to implementing multi-

tiered systems of support (MTSS) and behavioral health 

teams (BHTs). Prior research has shown that program 

coordination is an essential role for the principal, distin-

guishing those who are effective at improving students’ 

academic outcomes from those who are not.90     

89	Christian-Brandt, Santacrose, & Barnett (2020); Essary, Barza, 
& Thurston (2020).

90	Gordon & Hart (2022).
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Efforts to identify and respond to students’ needs 

in a timely, effective manner appear to hinge on the 

capacity of adults to act in coordinated, coherent, and 

reliable ways. Previous research on the use of MTSS 

frameworks and structures such as BHTs highlight  

the importance of creating and sustaining systematic  

approaches to centering and responding to students’  

experiences and needs in schools. School leadership  

provides a crucially important anchor for developing  

and sustaining coordinated, coherent systems and 

structures within schools. The findings from this report 

provide further evidence that reliable systems that en-

able adults to monitor students’ academic performance 

and behavior are a critical tool for creating responsive, 

student-centered school communities that effectively 

insulate students from the negative impact of adversity 

on their performance in school. These efforts rely not 

only on the close, coordinated efforts of educators and 

school staff, but also on creating and maintaining close 

working relationships between these schools and an 

array of community-based organizations (CBOs) and 

service providers with whom they partner. Maintaining 

(and expanding) deliberate and ongoing coordination, 

particularly between adults in schools and partners in 

the wider community, is complex and difficult work 

that requires time, energy, and resources to support. 

Educators do not and cannot do this work alone.

The relatively small number of schools most acutely 

affected by violence likely require greater resources 

and support to address students’ needs. Violence  

affects students and schools across the city; however,  

a small subset of schools served substantial concentra-

tions of students who lived in close geographic proxim-

ity to homicide, often multiple times in a single school 

year. The magnitude of the challenges facing this subset 

of schools points to the importance of providing ad-

ditional resources in targeted ways that address the 

specific needs of those students and school communi-

ties in which the issues of violence and its impacts are 

more concentrated and pressing.

Partnerships with CBOs and service providers  

appeared to extend schools’ capacity to identify and 

respond to students’ needs. In schools that mitigated 

the negative effects of proximity violence, administra-

tors and educators described their reliance on, and 

gratitude for, these close partnerships and underscored 

the importance of maintaining those ties in provid-

ing services to students. At the same time, CBOs and 

service providers also faced considerable funding and 

resource constraints. Bolstering partnerships between 

schools and CBOs and service providers with additional 

resources and supports, on the one hand, and removing 

obstacles to providing care on the other, appears to be 

an important avenue for continuing to strengthen and 

extend the impact of schools in the lives of vulnerable 

young people. 

Efforts to more effectively resource and support 

partnerships may also be an important opportunity to 

improve connections more broadly between schools 

and the students, families, and communities whom 

they serve and, as such, represent an undercapitalized 

resource in increasing the effectiveness of schools on 

multiple fronts.  Educators and administrators talked  

at length in our qualitative interviews about the impor-

tance of partnering effectively not only with CBOs, but 

also with families and caregivers more broadly. The role 

of families and caregivers in supporting students and 

particularly in these partnerships is also deserving of 

greater exploration and support. 

Strong, supportive, and trusting relationships between 

educators and students are a crucial resource for 

promoting resilient school communities. The quality of 

trust between students and teachers was a distinctive 

feature of schools that mitigated the negative effects 

of proximity to homicide and a focus of the efforts that 

principals, educators, and school staff in these schools 

described in interviews. Investing in and bolstering the 

quality of relationships and relational trust between 

adults and students in schools represents a particu-

larly important dimension of the work of fostering and 

supporting the resilience of students who experience 

adversity in their lives outside of school. Continuing to 

support school leaders and educators in developing and 

sustaining effective approaches to building empathy with 

their students is an important investment in expanding 

the work of schools to support students’ mental health 

and wellbeing. Likewise, supporting the efforts of 

school leaders, educators, and students alike to ground 

the development of trust and relationship in ongoing 
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explorations and appreciation of the complexity of  

racial, cultural, and gender identities appears particu-

larly important to fostering those vital connections. 

The adoption and expansion of efforts to make class-

rooms and schools less punitive and more restorative, 

responsive spaces is also a key strategy for focusing on 

building connection and community above compliance.   

Staff in schools that mitigated the negative effects of 

proximity to homicide actively worked to center the 

lived experiences and perspectives of their students. 

Educators in these schools talked at length about the 

core value of centering and responding to the lived  

experiences and perspectives of their students, including  

those students whose lives outside of school included 

significant adversity. Educators in these schools reported  

that they responded to students’ experience with violence,  

racism, poverty, and the threat and impact of the COVID-19  

pandemic with empathy and compassion, but also in 

many instances with a sense of responsibility for engaging  

students directly in making meaning of their lives within,  

as well as beyond, the classroom and the school. In addi-

tion, educators also talked extensively about efforts to 

engage students directly in efforts to create, sustain,  

and shape the communal life of a school in ongoing ways 

that supported students’ own resilience and vitality.  

Their reflections on their practice often centered on the 

brilliance and creativity of the young people in front of 

them each day.  Students’ cultural values and traditions  

were critically important frames for making sense of 

their lived experiences, and their perspectives and desires  

were crucial resources, which educators in these schools 

described drawing on in fostering students’ sense of 

themselves, their own identities and agency, and their  

resilience in the face of adversity, including but not  

limited to violence. 

Schools that mitigated the negative effects of proximity 

to homicide did not develop out of just one initiative. 

Far from being the product of any single support struc-

ture, intervention, or practice, the insulating effects of 

these schools were the complex output of an intricate 

system of intentional, dynamic, and interconnected 

choices. The extent to which schools are protective,  

this report suggests, hinges on the ways in which  

educators make choices that center, engage with, and 

respond to the experiences, perspectives, and agency  

of students in empathetic, non-punitive, and asset-

focused ways.

The MTSS logic offers an especially useful way to 

think about what this report reveals. Within the find-

ings from this report, as well as in the work of other 

researchers, there is clear and ample evidence for the 

importance of effective tier 3 practices—individualized, 

often clinical intervention strategies—for meeting the 

acute needs of students who are most directly affected 

by significant adverse experiences, such as living in 

close proximity to homicide, in some cases multiple 

times in a given school year. Likewise, this report and 

the work of other researchers in Chicago and elsewhere 

underscore the value of effective tier 2 practices— 

targeted intervention strategies that focus on address-

ing the experiences and meeting the needs of small 

groups of students, such as the Becoming a Man (BAM) 

and Working on Womanhood (WOW) programs—in  

addressing student mental health and wellness in  

systematic, ongoing ways. And finally, the findings from 

this report both provide some concrete description of 

and underscore the importance of tier 1 practices—in 

the form of schools’ efforts to provide all students in  

the school with a culturally-sustaining, asset-focused, 

and standards-aligned set of learning opportunities 

centered on their experiences, perspectives, and cultur-

al wealth. In schools that mitigated the negative effects 

of proximity to homicide, this report suggests that these 

sorts of tier 1 learning opportunities functioned as an 

indispensable substrate upon which subsequent layers 

of more intensive, individualized intervention and  

support were built. Tier 1 practices aim to produce 

school environments in which students feel seen,  

supported, and engaged in meaningful work.
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Appendix A
Student and Teacher Survey-Based Measures of 
School Climate

This appendix includes additional information regarding 

the survey measures used in our analyses to identify and 

describe key characteristics of the climate and organiza-

tion of schools that were more successful at mitigating 

the negative effects of proximity to homicide. The survey 

data used in these analyses were from 2010–11 to 2018–19. 

The numbers of survey respondents and response rates 

are summarized in Table A.1. The measures used are 

summarized and grouped in Table A.2, by 5Essentials 

Survey measure, and labeled according to whether they 

were taken from the student or teacher survey (see p.53).

The measures included in the analysis were selected 

by the research team in a three-stage process that com-

bined review of previous research with close analysis 

of qualitative data (i.e., interviews with educators and 

school staff in the three high schools included in this 

study). In the first stage of this process, the research 

team reviewed previous research on the effects of prox-

imity to violence on child and adolescent development 

and academic performance, focusing specifically on 

research that attempted to identify protective factors 

that prior studies appeared to suggest might mitigate 

negative impacts on students development or academic 

trajectories.91  That research is also reviewed in the 

introduction of this report.  

A substantial body of existing literature on protective  

factors focused on individual characteristics associated  

with resilience to adverse experience, including studies 

that explored the role of particular personality charac-

teristics, temperament, dimensions of self-perception, 

aspects of spirituality, and biological (genetic or 

hormonal) characteristics.92   Findings from previous 

research strongly suggested that the quality of relation-

ships between young people and adults was likely to 

be associated with school protectiveness for students 

who lived in close geographic proximity to homicide. 

This research suggested that survey measures which 

measured the quality of relationships between young 

people and adults in schools were likely to be associ-

ated with school protectiveness. 

TABLE A.1

Survey respondents and response rates by year

Survey 
year 

(Spring)

Number 
of  schools 
surveyed

Student 
response 

rate

Teacher 
response 

rate

Number of 
students who 

responded

Number of 
teachers who 

responded

Total 
students

Total 
teachers

2011 680 74.2% 48.6% 146,429 11,798 197,268 24,263

2012 677 73.5% 65.4% 143,803 15,823 195,544 24,211

2013 695 77.0% 81.1% 149,309 19,441 193,835 23,981

2014 658 78.8% 80.9% 149,156 18,844 189,229 23,299

2015 679 79.5% 80.7% 152,724 19,908 192,032 24,661

2016 676 83.0% 83.2% 157,628 24,145 189,940 29,020

2017 665 82.2% 80.9% 153,102 23,185 186,337 28,646

2018 661 81.4% 79.9% 149,334 22,691 183,526 28,400

2019 659 81.4% 78.5% 148,713 22,563 182,632 28,743

Average 79.00% 75.47%

91	 Lösel & Farrington (2012).
92	Jocson, Alers-Rojas, Ceballo, & Arkin (2020); Lösel & Farrington 

(2012); Ozer et al. (2017); Yule, Houston, & Grych (2019).
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In addition to individual-level factors, the research 

team also identified a body of research that explored 

the contextual factors or environmental circumstances 

associated with more positive outcomes for youth living 

in close proximity to violence. In turn, much of that 

literature focused on characteristics of families and 

home environments, including findings that suggested 

that parenting approaches which emphasized “intensive 

supervision, high persistence of discipline, low physical 

punishment, and strong involvement of the child in the  

family’s activities” had direct protective effects for 

children.93  Broadly, parenting practices that emphasize 

close supervision of children, a high degree of parental 

involvement, and a warm and accepting family environ-

ment have been characterized as protective for young 

people.94  This research suggested again that survey 

measures that measured the quality of relationships 

between young people and adults in schools, and that  

specifically focused on aspects of adult behavior like 

close supervision, strong but non-punitive discipline, 

and consistent involvement in the lives of young people,  

were likely to be associated with school protectiveness.

The research team also reviewed literature exploring 

the protectiveness of peer relationships for young 

people living in proximity to homicide. That literature 

treated the element of peer support as supplementary  

to other (usually family-related) spheres of influence. 

When combined with, for example, family-based pro-

tective factors, youth involvement with peer groups  

can be conceived of as having a pro-social, potentially 

protective impact on young people.95  This research 

suggested that survey measures which measured the 

extent and quality of peer relationships might be  

associated with school protectiveness.

The research team also reviewed previous research 

that strongly suggested that living in neighborhoods 

with high levels of social cohesion can serve as a protec-

tive factor for young people. Some research suggests 

that neighborhood social cohesion may be reflective 

of more extensive forms of informal social control 

that may be embedded within neighborhoods through 

neighbors, such as neighborhood level associations 

and other adults that can provide parents with support 

in parenting and supervising youth activity.96   Some 

evidence also suggests that students’ perception of the 

extent of social cohesion characteristic of their school 

climates, including the positivity and predictability of 

adult behavior, may also be protective.97   This research 

again underscored the likely association between sur-

vey measures of the quality of relationships between 

young people and adults, as well as the quality of  

coordination and cohesion characteristic of adults’ 

work in schools with school protectiveness.   

A final, albeit relatively limited, body of research re-

viewed by the research team focused specifically on the 

potential protective role of schools in the lives of young 

people living in close geographic proximity to homicide.  

The studies reviewed suggested that high levels of prior 

academic achievement may function as protective for 

students.98   Relatedly, measures of students’ motiva-

tion in school, their desire to complete college, their 

perceived bonding or connection to school, and their 

experiences of clear, consistent, and positive school 

climate were all characterized as protective factors in 

prior studies.99   Students’ perception of their schools 

as safe, including lower levels of student misbehavior 

(e.g., arguing, fighting, etc.) and of their peers as en-

gaged in more positive, consistent academic behaviors 

(e.g., on-task, on-time, etc.), were also characterized as 

protective dimensions of school climate.100   Students’ 

perceptions of their teachers as supportive, invested, 

and holding high expectations and positive regard for 

students were also found to be potentially protective 

for students exposed to violence.101   These findings 

underscored the importance of not only the relational 

contexts that students experience within schools, but 

also suggest that measures of students’ perceptions 

of their schools and classrooms—and particularly, 

93	 Lösel & Farrington (2012).
94	 Gorman-Smith & Tolan (1998); Hardaway et al. (2016); Lösel & 

Farrington (2012); McCabe et al. (1999).
95	 Ozer et al. (2017).
96	 Cooper (2017); Lösel & Farrington (2012); Yule et al. (2019). 
97	 Starkey et al. (2019).

98	 Lösel & Farrington (2012).
99	 Herrenkohl, Tajima, Whitney, & Huang (2005).
100	Ludwig & Warren (2009); O’Donnell et al. (2002); Starkey et al. 

(2019).
101		 Ludwig & Warren (2009).
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of their peers behaviors and the responsiveness and 

supportiveness of adults in those environments—are 

likely to be associated with school protectiveness.

The close review of the existing research literature 

provided a first set of guideposts for the research team 

in identifying and selecting measures from the student 

and teacher surveys for inclusion in our analysis.

A second, parallel stage of the work of identifying 

survey measures for inclusion in our analysis included 

close thematic analysis of the qualitative data collected 

in the three high schools identified and included in 

this study. See Chapter 1 for a full description of the 

selection of those three high schools. While research-

ers reviewed evidence from prior research, the team 

also looked closely at the themes that emerged from the 

interviews conducted with educators and school staff 

in those three high schools, focusing specifically on 

the dimensions of school organization and climate that 

educators’ experiences and perspectives seemed to sug-

gest were closely connected to their work with young 

people living in close geographic proximity to homicide. 

The qualitative findings from this study, including 

the importance of strong, supportive relationships 

between young people and adults, the experience of 

academically-focused, student-centered, and cultur-

ally responsive classroom contexts, and the presence 

of strong, coordinated, and coherent systems of adult 

supervision, monitoring, and support, provided a sec-

ond set of guideposts for the research team in identi-

fying measures from the student and teacher survey 

for inclusion in our analysis of the characteristics of 

schools that were more successful at mitigating the 

negative effects of proximity to homicide.

The third and final stage of the process of identifying 

student and teacher survey measures for inclusion in 

our analysis of the characteristics of schools that were 

more successful at mitigating the negative effects of 

proximity to homicide was the crosscheck the results 

of the first (literature review) and second (qualitative 

analysis) stages against one another systematically, 

in order to identify where there was common and/or 

compelling evidence across both that argued for the in-

clusion of one or another student and/or teacher survey 

measure. From that cross-checking of the findings from 

both stages, the research team identified the measures 

presented in Table A.2 for inclusion in the analysis.
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Measure Description Survey Essential

Academic 
Press

Asks students’ views of their teachers’ efforts to push students to higher 
levels of academic performance. Students also report on teachers’ expec-
tations of student effort and participation. High levels that most teachers 
press all students toward academic achievement.

Student Ambitious 
Instruction

Teacher-
Teacher Trust

Measures the extent to which teachers feel they have mutual respect for one 
another, for those who lead school improvement efforts, and for those who 
are experts at their craft. Also asks teachers whether they feel comfortable 
discussing feelings and worries, as well as trust their colleagues. High levels 
of teacher-teacher trust indicate that teachers trust and respect each other.

Teacher Collaborative 
Teachers

Collective 
Responsibility

Measures teacher assessments of the strength of their shared commitment 
to improve so that all students learn. Questions ask teachers how many  
colleagues feel responsible for students’ academic and social development, 
set high standards for professional practice, and take responsibility for 
school improvement. High levels of collective responsibility indicate that  
the teachers have a strong sense of shared responsibility.

Teacher Collaborative 
Teachers

School 
Commitment

Reflects the degree to which teachers felt loyal and committed to the 
school. Questions ask teachers whether they look forward to going to work, 
would rather work somewhere else, and whether they would |recommend 
the school to parents. High levels of school commitment indicate teachers 
are deeply committed to the school.

Teacher Collaborative 
Teachers

Teacher-
Principal 
Trust

Reflects the degree to which teachers feel their principal respects and  
supports them. Questions ask teachers whether the principal looks out  
for their welfare, has confidence in the expertise, is an effective manager, 
and whether teachers respect the principal as an educator. High levels of 
teacher-principal trust indicate the teachers share deep mutual trust and 
respect with the principal.

Teacher Effective 
Leaders

Teacher 
Influence

Reflects the degree to which teachers are involved in school decision-
making. Questions ask teachers about their influence in the selection  
of instructional materials, setting of school policy, in-service program 
planning, spending of discretionary funds, and hiring of professional 
staff. High levels of teacher influence indicate that teachers have a high 
degree of influence across a broad range of issues within the school.

Teacher Effective 
Leaders

Peer Support 
for Academic 
Work

Reveals whether prevailing norms among students support academic work. 
Students reported whether their friends try hard to get good grades, do 
their homework regularly, pay attention in class and follow school rules. In 
schools with high scores, students experience support from their peers for 
academic work. As a result, student learning is more likely.

Student Supportive 
Environment

Academic 
Personalism

Gauges whether students perceive that their classroom teachers give 
them individual attention and show personal concern for them. Students 
were asked if their teachers know and care about them, notice if they 
are having trouble in class, and are willing to help with academic and 
personal problems. A high score here means students experience strong 
personal support from school staff.

Student Supportive 
Environment

Student-
Teacher Trust

Reveals the quality of relationships between students and teachers. Students  
were asked whether they believe teachers can be trusted, care about them, 
keep their promises, and listen to students’ ideas, and if they feel safe and 
comfortable with their teachers. In high-scoring schools, there is a high level 
of care and communication between students and teachers.

Student Supportive 
Environment

Course Clarity Captures students’ views about what they need to do to succeed in the 
target class, their learning from feedback, and how helpful the home-
work and class work are.

Student N/A; 
supplemental 
measure

Academic 
Engagement

Academic Engagement examines student interest and engagement in 
learning. Students responded to items regarding whether they are inter-
ested in their class and the topics studied. They also reported whether 
they work hard to do their best. A high score means greater individual 
engagement in learning.

Student N/A; 
supplemental 
measure

Importance of 
High School 
for the Future

Students were asked questions about their attitudes regarding the  
importance of high school. Students' beliefs about the value of high 
school have been linked to how well they perform in college.

Student N/A; 
supplemental 
measure

School 
Connectedness

Asks whether or not students feel included in their school’s community. Student N/A; 
supplemental 
measure

TABLE A.2

Survey measures and descriptions by survey and by essential
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Appendix B
Distribution of School-Average Change in Outcomes

As shown in Chapter 4, there were differences between 

schools in how much student outcomes changed with 

proximity to homicide, even after adjusting for school and 

student characteristics. This appendix shows the distribu-

tion of those school-average impacts by grade category 

for each outcome-grade category combination where that 

difference was statistically significant across students. 

FIGURE B.1

High school test scores declined with proximity to homicide in some schools but not in other schools

School-average change in test scores with proximity to homicide (standard deviations)
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Test scores
Figure B.1 shows the distribution of school-average 

change in test scores with proximity to homicide for 

high school students. We excluded schools with fewer 

than 100 students in the grade category or with fewer 

than 30 students in either the “lives in proximity to 

homicide” group or the “does not live in proximity to 

homicide” group; the estimates for schools below these 

thresholds are statistically imprecise. 
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GPA
Figure B.2 shows the distribution of school-average 

change in GPA with proximity to homicide for high 

school students. Student GPA had a statistically signifi-

cant decline for grades 1-2; however, we did not estimate 

school-specific measures at that grade level for most 

schools due to sample restrictions. We excluded schools 

with fewer than 100 students in the grade category or with 

fewer than 30 students in either the “lives in proximity 

to homicide” group or the “does not live in proximity to 

homicide” group; the estimates for schools below these 

thresholds are statistically imprecise. School-specific 

estimates were excluded for many schools because early 

elementary students were more likely to be missing GPA 

data than other data and this category was based on two 

grades rather than three or four. 

FIGURE B.2

High school GPA declined with proximity to homicide in some schools but not in other schools

School-average change in grades with proximity to homicide (grade points)
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Note: The change in grades with proximity to homicide is estimated separately for each school in each year. This figure plots the distribution of school-by-year 
estimates for high schools. Estimates are adjusted for school characteristics (e.g., baseline outcomes, percent of students living in proximity to homicide, in special 
education, eligible for free/reduced-price lunch, ever retained, and attending zoned school, as well as school racial composition, and average neighborhood social 
status and concentration of poverty)..
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FIGURE B.4

Grades 3–5 attendance declined with proximity to homicide in some schools but not in other schools

School-average change in attendance with proximity to homicide (days attended)
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Note: The change in attendance with proximity to homicide is estimated separately for each school in each year. Estimates are adjusted for school characteristics (e.g., 
baseline outcomes, percent of students living in proximity to homicide, in special education, eligible for free/reduced-price lunch, ever retained, and attending zoned 
school, as well as school racial composition, and average neighborhood social status and concentration of poverty).
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Attendance
Figures B.3–B.6 show the distribution of school-

average change in attendance (days attended) with 

proximity to homicide for each of the grade groups. We 

excluded schools with fewer than 100 students in the 

grade category or with fewer than 30 students in either 

the “lives in proximity to homicide” group or the “does 

not live in proximity to homicide” group; the estimates 

for schools below these thresholds are statistically 

imprecise. The sample is smaller for grades 1-2 because 

fewer schools had enough students in those grades to 

produce a reliable estimate.

FIGURE B.3

Grade 1–2 attendance declined with proximity to homicide in some schools but not in other schools

School-average change in attendance with proximity to homicide (days attended)
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Note: The change in attendance with proximity to homicide is estimated separately for each school in each year. Estimates are adjusted for school characteristics (e.g., 
baseline outcomes, percent of students living in proximity to homicide, in special education, eligible for free/reduced-price lunch, ever retained, and attending zoned 
school, as well as school racial composition, and average neighborhood social status and concentration of poverty). There were fewer schools in this figure than for 
other grades because fewer schools had enough students in these grades to produce a reliable estimate.
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FIGURE B.5

Grades 6–8 attendance declined with proximity to homicide in some schools but not in other schools

School-average change in attendance with proximity to homicide (days attended)
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Note: The change in attendance with proximity to homicide is estimated separately for each school in each year. Estimates are adjusted for school characteristics (e.g., 
baseline outcomes, percent of students living in proximity to homicide, in special education, eligible for free/reduced-price lunch, ever retained, and attending zoned 
school, as well as school racial composition, and average neighborhood social status and concentration of poverty).
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FIGURE B.6

High school attendance declined with proximity to homicide in some schools but not in other schools

School-average change in attendance with proximity to homicide (days attended)
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Note: The change in attendance with proximity to homicide is estimated separately for each school in each year. Estimates are adjusted for school characteristics (e.g., 
baseline outcomes, percent of students living in proximity to homicide, in special education, eligible for free/reduced-price lunch, ever retained, and attending zoned 
school, as well as school racial composition, and average neighborhood social status and concentration of poverty).
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Behavioral infractions
Figures B.7 and B.8 show the distribution of school- 

average change in behavioral infractions with proxim-

ity to homicide for high school students. We excluded 

schools with fewer than 100 students in the grade cat-

egory or with fewer than 30 students in either the “lives 

in proximity to homicide” group or the “does not live in 

proximity to homicide” group; the estimates for schools 

below these thresholds are statistically imprecise.

The shape of the distribution of school-specific 

estimates looks different for behavioral infractions. It 

appears skewed, with the peak of the distribution to the 

left of zero and a long tail to the right. It is possible that 

at some schools, the likelihood of a behavioral infrac-

tion could decline in years of proximity to homicide 

while at other schools it increases. These differences 

may be due to differences in the overall risk of behav-

ioral infraction between schools, due to differences 

in educator practice, differences in student behaviors 

themselves, or from some other process. 

FIGURE B.7

Grade 1–2 behavioral infractions increased with proximity to homicide

School-average change in likelihood of a behavioral infraction with proximity to homicide  (percentage points)
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Note: The change in the likelihood that a student had a behavioral infraction with proximity to homicide is estimated separately for each school in each year. 
Estimates are adjusted for school characteristics (e.g., baseline outcomes, percent of students living in proximity to homicide, in special education, eligible for free/
reduced-price lunch, ever retained, and attending zoned school, as well as school racial composition, and average neighborhood social status and concentration of 
poverty). There were fewer schools in this figure than for other grades because fewer schools had enough students in these grades to produce a reliable estimate.

FIGURE B.8

High school behavioral infractions increased with proximity to homicide in some schools

School-average change in attendance with proximity to homicide (days attended)
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Note: TThe change in the likelihood that a student had a behavioral infraction with proximity to homicide is estimated separately for each school in each year. 
Estimates are adjusted for school characteristics (e.g., baseline outcomes, percent of students living in proximity to homicide, in special education, eligible for free/
reduced-price lunch, ever retained, and attending zoned school, as well as school racial composition, and average neighborhood social status and concentration of 
poverty).
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Appendix C
Distribution of School Characteristics

There were no systematic differences in student char-

acteristics between schools did and did not mitigate 

negative effects of living in close proximity to homicide 

and other schools, as shown in Figures C.1–C.6. Although 

there were some apparent minor differences in distribu-

tions, those differences were not consistently present 

across test scores, attendance, GPAs, and behavioral  

infractions, and did not consistently emerge across 

school characteristics.

FIGURE C.1

The distribution of school-level proximity to homicide was similar across all schools

Other schools
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worsened 
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0 0.5 0.80.7 0.90.60.1 0.40.30.2 1.0

Percent of students living in proximity to homicide

Note: For each of the four outcomes (test scores, attendance, GPA, and behavioral infractions), schools were split into those that did and did not mitigate negative 
e�ects of living in proximity to homicide. The horizontal bars represent the distribution of the schools in the two groups on percent of students living in proximity to 
homicide. The vertical line at the middle of each bar is the median value and the horizontal whiskers display the edges of the distribution. The dots are schools that 
were statistical outliers within the distribution. 
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FIGURE C.2

The distribution of school-average neighborhood social status score was similar across all schools
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School average neighborhood social status score

Note: For each of the four outcomes (test scores, attendance, GPA, and behavioral infractions), schools were split into those that did and did not mitigate negative 
e�ects of living in proximity to homicide. The horizontal bars represent the distribution of the schools in the two groups on school average neighborhood social status 
score. The vertical line at the middle of each bar is the median value and the horizontal whiskers display the edges of the distribution. The dots are schools that were 
statistical outliers within the distribution. Social status score was calculated for each student's census block group from data on the mean level of education of adults 
and the percentage of employed persons who work as managers or professionals. 
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FIGURE C.3

The distribution of school-average concentrated neighborhood poverty score was similar across all schools
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FIGURE C.2

The distribution of school-average neighborhood social status score was similar across all schools

1

School average neighborhood social status score

Note: For each of the four outcomes (test scores, attendance, GPA, and behavioral infractions), schools were split into those that did and did not mitigate negative 
e�ects of living in proximity to homicide. The horizontal bars represent the distribution of the schools in the two groups on school average neighborhood social status 
score. The vertical line at the middle of each bar is the median value and the horizontal whiskers display the edges of the distribution. The dots are schools that were 
statistical outliers within the distribution. Social status score was calculated for each student's census block group from data on the mean level of education of adults 
and the percentage of employed persons who work as managers or professionals. 

School average concentrated neighborhood poverty score

Note: For each of the four outcomes (test scores, attendance, GPA, and behavioral infractions), schools were split into those that did and did not mitigate negative 
e�ects of living in proximity to homicide. The horizontal bars represent the distribution of the schools in the two groups on school average concentrated neighborhood 
poverty score. The vertical line at the middle of each bar is the median value and the horizontal whiskers display the edges of the distribution. The dots are schools 
that were statistical outliers within the distribution. Concentrated neighborhood poverty was calculated for each student's census block group as a combination of the 
percent of adult males unemployed and the percent of families with incomes below the poverty line.
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0.2 0.6 0.80.4 1.0

FIGURE C.4

The distribution of school-level free/reduced-price lunch eligibility was similar across all schools 

Percent of students eligible for free/reduced-price lunch

Note: For each of the four outcomes (test scores, attendance, GPA, and behavioral infractions), schools were split into those that did and did not mitigate negative 
e�ects of living in proximity to homicide. The horizontal bars represent the distribution of the schools in the two groups on percent of students eligible for 
free/reduced-price lunch. The vertical line at the middle of each bar is the median value and the horizontal whiskers display the edges of the distribution. The dots are 
schools that were statistical outliers within the distribution.  
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FIGURE C.5

The distribution of percent of Black students within total school enrollment was similar across all schools 

Percent of Black students 

Note: For each of the four outcomes (test scores, attendance, GPA, and behavioral infractions), schools were split into those that did and did not mitigate negative 
e�ects of living in proximity to homicide. The horizontal bars represent the distribution of the schools in the two groups on percent of Black students. The vertical line 
at the middle of each bar is the median value and the horizontal whiskers display the edges of the distribution. The dots are schools that were statistical outliers within 
the distribution. 
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0 0.6 0.80.2 0.4 1.0

FIGURE C.6

The distribution of percent of Latinx students within total school enrollment was similar across all schools 
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Percent of Latinx students 

Note: For each of the four outcomes (test scores, attendance, GPA, and behavioral infractions), schools were split into those that did and did not mitigate negative 
e�ects of living in proximity to homicide. The horizontal bars represent the distribution of the schools in the two groups on percent of Latinx students. The vertical line 
at the middle of each bar is the median value and the horizontal whiskers display the edges of the distribution. The dots are schools that were statistical outliers within 
the distribution. 
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Appendix D
Associations between School-Specific Effects 
and Survey Measures

The tables in this appendix provide the regression 

coefficients used to construct Table 3. As described in 

Chapter 1, these coefficients are calculated via ordinary 

least squares (OLS) regression:

ΔŶst = α0 +  α1 Mst+ α2 Expst + εst

In this regression, the school-grade category-year 

change in student outcomes with proximity to homicide  

( ΔŶst ) is associated with the noted survey measure

(Mst), with adjustment for the percent of students who

lived in proximity to homicide in that year (Expst).

The values in Tables D.1 and D.3 are the estimated 

coefficient on the survey measure, α1. They denote

the change in ΔŶst that occurs with a one standard

deviation change in the survey measure.

TABLE D.1 

Association between 5Essentials teacher survey measures and the school-specific estimates of the shift in 
student outcomes with proximity to homicide	

GPA Test scores Infractions Suspensions Attendance

Classroom Disruptions -.0059*** 
(.0010)

-.0019* 
(.0008)

.0034*** 
(.0005)

.0033*** 
(.0005)

-.0008*** 
(.0000)

Teacher Collaboration .0015 
(.0010)

.0010 
(.0006)

.0001 
(.0004)

.0002 
(.0003)

.0001 
(.0001)

Collective Responsibility .0051*** 
(.0008)

.0010 
(.0006)

-.0019*** 
(.0003)

-.0017*** 
(.0003)

.0001 
(.0001)

Teacher Influence .0035*** 
(.0008)

-.0008 
(.0006)

-.0002 
(.0004)

.0001 
(.0004)

.0001 
(.0001)

Instructional Leadership .0018* 
(.0008)

.0003 
(.0006)

-.0003 
(.0004)

-.00001 
(.0004)

-.00001 
(.0001)

Program Coherence .0040*** 
(.0007)

.0008 
(.0006)

-.0008* 
(.0003)

-.0009* 
(.0003)

.0001* 
(.0001)

Reflective Dialogue .0028** 
(.0009)

.0014* 
(.0006)

.0001 
(.0004)

.0003 
(.0004)

-.0001 
(.0001)

School Commitment 0054*** 
(.0008)

-0001
(.0006)

-.0016*** 
(.0004)

-.0018*** 
(.0004)

0003*** 
(.0001)

Teacher-Principal Trust .0023** 
(.0007)

.0005 
(.0005)

-.0013*** 
(.0003)

-.0015*** 
(.0004)

.0001 
(.0001)

Teacher-Teacher Trust .0045*** 
(.0007)

.0005 
(.0006)

-.0008* 
(.0003)

-.0011** 
(.0003)

.0001 
(.0001)

Disorder and Crime -.0055*** 
(.0007)

-.0004 
(.0007)

.0034*** 
(.0004)

.0034*** 
(.0004)

-.0006*** 
(.0000)

Note: Italics indicate the natural direction of the survey measure is reversed—signifying that the implication of a positive or negative association is opposite for the 
classroom disruptions and disorder/crime measures. Test scores are measured in standard deviation units. GPA is measured in grade points. Attendance is measured 
in number of days attended. Suspensions are measured in percentage point likelihood of receiving a suspension. Survey measures are in standard deviation units.
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TABLE D.2 

Association between 5Essentials student survey measures and the school-specific estimates of the shift in 
student outcomes with proximity to homicide	

GPA Test scores Infractions Suspensions Attendance

Peer Support for 
Academic Work

.0007 
(.0011)

.0041*** 
(.0008)

-.0009 
(.0007)

-.0004 
(.0006)

.0003** 
(.0001)

Course Clarity .0032** 
(.0010)

.0006 
(.0006)

-.0015*** 
(.0004)

-.0012** 
(.0004)

.0003*** 
(.0001)

Emotional Health .0017* 
(.0008)

-.0008 
(.0007)

-.0007 
(.0004)

-.0015** 
(.0004)

 .00024** 
(.00009)

Academic Engagement .0047*** 
(.0011)

.0004 
(.0007)

-.0002 
(.0004)

-.0004 
(.0004)

.0001 
(.0001)

Classroom Behavior .0065*** 
(.0007)

-.0001 
(.0007)

-.0036*** 
(.0004)

-.0036*** 
(.0004)

.0005*** 
(.0001)

Classroom 
Professionalism

.0043*** 
(.0011)

.0003 
(.0006)

-.0008* 
(.0004)

-.0004 
(.0003)

.0001 
(.0001)

Academic Press .0013 
(.0009)

 -.0001 
(.0007)

-.0022*** 
(.0004)

-.0018*** 
(.0004)

-.0004*** 
(.0001)

School Connectedness .0030*** 
(.0008)

-.0012 
(.0008)

-.0020*** 
(.0004)

-.0017*** 
(.0004)

.0002** 
(.0001)

Classroom Rigor .0036*** 
(.0008)

-.0004 
(.0007)

-.0022*** 
(.0004)

-.0020*** 
(.0004)

.0004*** 
(.0001)

Safety .0055*** 
(.0009)

.0005 
(.0008)

-.0035*** 
(.0005)

-.0032*** 
(.0005)

.0004*** 
(.0001)

School-level  
Academic Press

.0044*** 
(.0009)

.0002 
(.0006)

-.0027*** 
(.0004)

-.0024*** 
(.0004)

.0003*** 
(.0001)

School Safety -.0045*** 
(.0008)

.0004 
(.0008)

.0031*** 
(.0004)

.0032*** 
(.0004)

-.0002** 
(.0001)

Rigorous Study Habits .0007 
(.0008)

-.0014 
(.0008)

-.0018*** 
(.0005)

-.0018*** 
(.0005)

.0001 
(.0001)

Student-Teacher Trust .0080*** 
(.0010)

-.0004 
(.0008)

-.0019*** 
(.0004)

-.0020*** 
(.0005)

.0002** 
(.0001)

Note: Italics indicate the natural direction of the survey measure is reversed—signifying that the implication of a positive or negative association is opposite for the 
classroom disruptions and disorder/crime measures. Test scores are measured in standard deviation units. GPA is measured in grade points. Attendance is measured 
in number of days attended. Suspensions are measured in percentage point likelihood of receiving a suspension. Survey measures are in standard deviation units.
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of their peers behaviors and the responsiveness 

and supportiveness of adults in those environments—

are likely to be associated with school protectiveness.

The close review of the existing research literature 

provided a first set of guideposts for the research team 

in identifying and selecting measures from the student 

and teacher surveys for inclusion in our analysis.

A second, parallel stage of the work of identifying 

survey measures for inclusion in our analysis included 

close thematic analysis of the qualitative data collected 

in the three high schools identified and included in 

this study. See Chapter 1 for a full description of the 

selection of those three high schools. While research-

ers reviewed evidence from prior research, the team 

also looked closely at the themes that emerged from the 

interviews conducted with educators and school staff 

in those three high schools, focusing specifically on 

the dimensions of school organization and climate that 

educators’ experiences and perspectives seemed to sug-

gest were closely connected to their work with young 

people living in close geographic proximity to homicide. 

The qualitative findings from this study, including 

the importance of strong, supportive relationships 

between young people and adults, the experience of 

academically-focused, student-centered, and cultur-

ally responsive classroom contexts, and the presence 

of strong, coordinated, and coherent systems of adult 

supervision, monitoring, and support, provided a sec-

ond set of guideposts for the research team in identi-

fying measures from the student and teacher survey 

for inclusion in our analysis of the characteristics of 

schools that were more successful at mitigating the 

negative effects of proximity to homicide.

The third and final stage of the process of identifying 

student and teacher survey measures for inclusion in 

our analysis of the characteristics of schools that were 

more successful at mitigating the negative effects of 

proximity to homicide was the crosscheck the results 

of the first (literature review) and second (qualitative 

analysis) stages against one another systematically, 

in order to identify where there was common and/or 

compelling evidence across both that argued for the in-

clusion of one or another student and/or teacher survey 

measure. From that cross-checking of the findings from 

both stages, the research team identified the measures 

presented in Table A.2 for inclusion in the analysis.

TABLE A.2

Survey measures and descriptions by survey and by essential

Measure Description Survey Essential

Academic 
Press

Asks students’ views of their teachers’ efforts to push students to higher 
levels of academic performance. Students also report on teachers’  
expectations of student effort and participation. High levels that most 
teachers press all students toward academic achievement.

Student Ambitious 
Instruction

Teacher-
Teacher Trust

Measures the extent to which teachers feel they have mutual respect  
for one another, for those who lead school improvement efforts, and  
for those who are experts at their craft. Also asks teachers whether they 
feel comfortable discussing feelings and worries, as well as trust their 
colleagues. High levels of teacher-teacher trust indicate that teachers 
trust and respect each other.

Teacher Collaborative 
Teachers

Collective 
Responsibility

Measures teacher assessments of the strength of their shared commit-
ment to improve so that all students learn. Questions ask teachers  
how many colleagues feel responsible for students’ academic and  
social development, set high standards for professional practice, and 
take responsibility for school improvement. High levels of collective 
responsibility indicate that the teachers have a strong sense of shared 
responsibility.

Teacher Collaborative 
Teachers

School 
Commitment

Reflects the degree to which teachers felt loyal and committed to the 
school. Questions ask teachers whether they look forward to going to 
work, would rather work somewhere else, and whether they would  
|recommend the school to parents. High levels of school commitment 
indicate teachers are deeply committed to the school.

Teacher Collaborative 
Teachers
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Measure Description Survey Essential

Academic 
Press

Asks students’ views of their teachers’ efforts to push students to higher 
levels of academic performance. Students also report on teachers’ expec-
tations of student effort and participation. High levels that most teachers 
press all students toward academic achievement.

Student Ambitious 
Instruction

Teacher-
Teacher Trust

Measures the extent to which teachers feel they have mutual respect for one 
another, for those who lead school improvement efforts, and for those who 
are experts at their craft. Also asks teachers whether they feel comfortable 
discussing feelings and worries, as well as trust their colleagues. High levels 
of teacher-teacher trust indicate that teachers trust and respect each other.

Teacher Collaborative 
Teachers

Collective 
Responsibility

Measures teacher assessments of the strength of their shared commitment 
to improve so that all students learn. Questions ask teachers how many  
colleagues feel responsible for students’ academic and social development, 
set high standards for professional practice, and take responsibility for 
school improvement. High levels of collective responsibility indicate that  
the teachers have a strong sense of shared responsibility.

Teacher Collaborative 
Teachers

School 
Commitment

Reflects the degree to which teachers felt loyal and committed to the 
school. Questions ask teachers whether they look forward to going to work, 
would rather work somewhere else, and whether they would |recommend 
the school to parents. High levels of school commitment indicate teachers 
are deeply committed to the school.

Teacher Collaborative 
Teachers

Teacher-
Principal  
Trust

Reflects the degree to which teachers feel their principal respects and  
supports them. Questions ask teachers whether the principal looks out  
for their welfare, has confidence in the expertise, is an effective manager, 
and whether teachers respect the principal as an educator. High levels of 
teacher-principal trust indicate the teachers share deep mutual trust and 
respect with the principal.

Teacher Effective 
Leaders

Teacher 
Influence

Reflects the degree to which teachers are involved in school decision-
making. Questions ask teachers about their influence in the selection  
of instructional materials, setting of school policy, in-service program 
planning, spending of discretionary funds, and hiring of professional 
staff. High levels of teacher influence indicate that teachers have a high 
degree of influence across a broad range of issues within the school.

Teacher Effective 
Leaders

Peer Support 
for Academic 
Work

Reveals whether prevailing norms among students support academic work. 
Students reported whether their friends try hard to get good grades, do 
their homework regularly, pay attention in class and follow school rules. In 
schools with high scores, students experience support from their peers for 
academic work. As a result, student learning is more likely.

Student Supportive 
Environment

Academic 
Personalism

Gauges whether students perceive that their classroom teachers give 
them individual attention and show personal concern for them. Students 
were asked if their teachers know and care about them, notice if they 
are having trouble in class, and are willing to help with academic and 
personal problems. A high score here means students experience strong 
personal support from school staff.

Student Supportive 
Environment

Student-
Teacher Trust

Reveals the quality of relationships between students and teachers. Students  
were asked whether they believe teachers can be trusted, care about them, 
keep their promises, and listen to students’ ideas, and if they feel safe and 
comfortable with their teachers. In high-scoring schools, there is a high level 
of care and communication between students and teachers.

Student Supportive 
Environment

Course Clarity Captures students’ views about what they need to do to succeed in the 
target class, their learning from feedback, and how helpful the home-
work and class work are.

Student N/A; 
supplemental 
measure

Academic 
Engagement

Academic Engagement examines student interest and engagement in 
learning. Students responded to items regarding whether they are inter-
ested in their class and the topics studied. They also reported whether 
they work hard to do their best. A high score means greater individual 
engagement in learning.

Student N/A; 
supplemental 
measure

Importance of 
High School  
for the Future

Students were asked questions about their attitudes regarding the  
importance of high school. Students' beliefs about the value of high 
school have been linked to how well they perform in college.

Student N/A; 
supplemental 
measure

School 
Connectedness

Asks whether or not students feel included in their school’s community. Student N/A; 
supplemental 
measure

TABLE A.2

Survey measures and descriptions by survey and by essential




